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To my friend Edie, who has been my light in a tunnel of 


darkness. 


—@M AUTHOR'S NOTE 


Author’s Note 

Dear Reader, 

You are about to embark on a journey into a dark 

and dangerous world, a world that is not al that 
different than your own... except there is a twist. Two 
kinds of natural science exist here—physics and 
metaphysics—and they work side by side, sometimes in 
conjunction, sometimes at odds. And two completely 
different creatures have evolved from these branches, 
Humans and Kin (the slang term is dragon). 

When these two evolutionary paths cross, you get 


half-breeds and Lesser-Breds. 


In an attempt to keep the inhuman from mixing 

with the Human, like most large cities, Atlanta has built 
a Wal around the Dens—where Kin are born and the 
Queen dragon resides. Around this Wal, once-thriving 
communities have been abandoned as the Human 
population moves away. This multi-block area is known 
as the Gray Zone. 

Much like the Dens, the Gray Zone is a world of 

its own and is not subject to the laws of civilization. 

Here only the strong and most cunning survive. If you 
are neither, then you’! have to find some other means of 
making yourself valuable. 

While the Gray Zone stories focus more on 

Lesser-Breds and Humans who have carved out a 

niche in this hostile place, you the reader must keep one 
thing in mind: Kin and their Lesser-Bred offspring who 
inhabit the Zone do not wish to be Human. They are not 
apologetic for what they are, and they have no 
inclination to change their ways. They are dark, 


beautiful, dangerous, erotic. They are... not Human. 


—@ GLOSSARY 


Glossary 

For 

a 

complete 

Glossary 

go 

to 

http://www. theatlantadens.com. 

Alchemy: Magical science. 

Ancient: Any Kin older than three thousand years. 
Arena Fights: A cross between gladiator-style fighting 
and sumo wrestling where half-breeds are pitted 
against each other for sport. 

Become: The process of the Human body going from 
physical to metaphysical as they Shift and 

become Lesser-Bred. 


Belong: To be bonded to another through metaphysical 


means. Humans who belong are not immortal, 

but they live a very long time and cannot live 
without the Kin they are bonded to. This term 

also refers to metaphysical bond between a 
Dominant and a submissive. This is almost 
exclusively between a Female and the Male she 
“owns.” 

Blood Rage: Loss of control due to not Feeding. 
Bonded Pair: Two males who share metaphysical 
energy signatures. May or may not be Brothers. 
Always the same rank in the Food Chain. 

Brothers: Males who emerge from the hatching ground 
together. 

Burn: Metaphysical surge. A feel-good heat. 

Chela or Chelae: Claws. 

Chetra or Chetrah: Humans. Olde Tongue for sweet 
meat. 

Clicking: A rapid-fire tick-tick sound emitted by Kin 
and Lesser-Breds. This sound is almost exclusive 


to submissives within a group or white-scales. 


Dens: Territory owned by the Queen. 

Dominant: A Male that has established dominance in the 
Dens. Dominants can be “made” from birth or a 

Male can fight his way to the top. A “true 

Dominant” is a Male who obtains the position 

because he is metaphysicaly potent, rather than 

by skil and brutality. 

Dominant/Dominance: social rank. One male maybe 
dominant over another and may or may not be a 
Dominant. 

EFH: Earth for Humans. An anti-Kin political group. 
Elder: Any Kin one thousand years or older. 

Female: A title. The highest level of dominance. Refers 
to Kin who take on a Human female form. 

Faerie: Singular version of Folk. Also a slang word for 
Folk. 

Feed: The act of taking Blood, Flesh, or Metaphysical 
energy. 

Folk: Faerie. Proper title for the species. 


First Rhage: A Queen’s most powerful Rhage. What 


she is imprinted with by her Mother. There are 

four: Fear, Flesh, Blood, and Violence. 

Food: Lower than a submissive. Sole purpose is to feed 
others. Usualy do not survive the hatching 

grounds. Also a derogatory name to reference 

another Kin. 

Food Chain: Dominance scale. 

Food: Substance that is consumed. 

Food: When a Kin is a source of sustenance—a title. 
Gray Zone: The multi-block area surrounding the Dens. 
There are no real markers for the Gray Zone, but 

the area is very dilapidated and the city does not 
enforce codes, taxes, or provide police 

protection. Utilities and housing are almost always 
free in the Zone, as wel as the basic needs such 

as clothing and some food. 

Half-breed: Kin and female human offspring. Always 
male. Half-breed is not capitalized because the 
species views them as an abomination. Half- 


breeds cannot whirr, purr, or thrum. Some can 


whistle and click, but most are mute. Half-breeds 

tend to have the inteligence of the average dog at 
best. Fertility is directly related to inteligence. 

The smal number who are at a Human level of 
inteligence are the only ones that are fertile. Half- 
breeds do not feed, but they can feed others 

because they heal Kin-fast. The ability to be food 

is also linked to inteligence. Half-breeds are most 
often used by Humans and Faeries in the fighting 
arenas. 

Halvsie: Slang for half-breed 

Hatching Grounds: Where eggs are hatched and 
survival begins. 

Hive: The Queen’s domain, located below ground, 
usualy in major cities. 

Hot Load: Reference to blood and flesh that is not safe 
to consume. Usualy found in half-breeds. Results 

vary. 

Impress: The act of acquiring phenotypic, genetic, and 


metaphysical traits. 


Impression: imprint (see “impress”). 

Kept: Term most often used when referring to Lesser- 
Breds who are under the protection of a 

particular Male. Lesser-Breds cannot be/ong, but 
they can be kept and scent-marked, and feed a 
Male giving them value and protection. Most 

often done by ferals who use Lesser-Breds as a 
source of income by seling their flesh, blood, and 
sexual favors. 

Kin: A dragon. Proper title for the species. 
Lesser-Bred: Half-breed and human offspring or any 
generation thereafter. Lesser-Bred should be 
Capitalized. Because Lesser-Breds can be safely 
used as Food, that means they have value. Side 
note: The farther away (geneticaly) a Lesser- 

Bred is from its half-breed sire, the more likely 

they are to go through physical mutations. The 
closer they are to their Half-Breed Sire, the more 
Human they can appear. This is the general rule, 


although not set in stone. Four to eight 


generations removed usualy have the strongest 
blood for feeding and obtain some of the ethereal 
appearance of their Kin ancestors. 

Link: A Human metaphysicaly tied to a Kin. Humans 
who belong. 

Made: To be designed through metaphysical and 
genetic manipulation. 

Male: A title. Refers to al Kin who hold the shape of a 
Human male. Males can be high or low on the 

food chain. 

Mark: Male Kin marked by a Female. 

Mark or Marked: The scar left by a Kin, Male or 
Female. 

Metaphysics: The energy emitted by al Kin and Lesser- 
Breds. It is also studied as a science. 

MKFK: Man Kind For Kin: A Kin activist group that 
views dragons as gods. Powerful political 
organization. 

Mother: Term reserved for the Female who nurtured a 


Female or a Prince. 


Need: The biological requirement that drives Kin to 
feed. 

Nevus: Unique birthmark found on al Kin. 

New: Same thing as the word “young,” but more 
accurate because Kin are not born, but made. 
Owned: To be under the control/protection of another. 
Pets: Humans who are owned by Kin often serve a 
Queen but are not her Link. A Female can “own” 

a Human and endow them with strength and 
longevity through her mark. A Male can only 

“own” a Human by scent marking them. Being 
owned by a Male does not increase longevity or 
health. 

Physical form: Most often refers to a Human shape. 
Purr: This sound is a cross between the purring noise 
made by a large cat like a lion or tiger and the 
churring sound produced by whales. It can be a 
continuous tone or rise up and down. Purring 

stokes metaphysical heat and can create a 


euphoric feeling. The sound has a positive effect 


on celular reproduction and represses pain 

receptors. 

Rage: Anger caused by a loss of control over instinct. 
Also a biological boiling point due to self-neglect 

or deprivation of meeting one’s need. 

Rhage: A Queen’s preternatural power. There are four 
distinct types: Fear, Violence, Blood, Flesh. A 

Queen can only have one first Rhage, but she can 
possess al four. 

Rise: Biological surge, the wave of metaphysical power 
or physiological changes as the body reaches a 

peak. Also refers to approaching one’s need. 

Rise is also a term used by Lesser-Breds who are 

at the peak of their Shift when they go from 

Human to inhuman. 

Rol: The act of a metaphysical Feed. This is usualy 
only done by Females. Upon rare occasion, a 
Dominant can also do it. Lesser-Breds can 

perform this on Humans, which is why Lesser- 


Breds are valuable as whores. Only the Female 


Rol is upper case. When a Male performs this 

act or a Lesser-Bred, it is ro// (italics). 

Rol: Act of domination of one Kin over another, can 
result in sex, feeding, or both. 

Scent: Act of drawing air over the palate to taste. 
Shift: To change from Human form to Kin (dragon). Or 
to go through the metaphysical transformation 
where Humans become Lesser-Bred. 

Son: A Prince to a Queen. One Male, specificaly 
designed for the purpose of supplying 
metaphysical variation for breeding. Usualy a gift 
to another Queen. 

Stain: The metaphysical burn mark left on a Lesser- 
Bred’s body where their Kin-self attempts to rise 

to the physical world. This happens during the 

first phase of the Shift. The marks can be very 
Smal and wel hidden, or they can be large 

enough to paint a significant amount of a Lesser- 
Bred’s body. A stain can be physical, to the point 


the Lesser-Bred doesn’t even look Human. Most 


common are under-the-skin color splotches and 
eye-color change. 

Submissive: Social rank within a group or pair. Also 
social rank being lower than another. A Male 

may be dominant over one Kin and submissive to 
another. 

Taste: Flavor. 

Thrum: The proper term for the sound a Kin or Lesser- 
Bred makes when emitting metaphysical wave 

pulses with the purpose to assist someone in 

healing. 

Thumping: Another sound which is more felt than heard. 
The purpose is unknown (and the dragons are not 
talking). It is a sound almost exclusively produced 

by a dominant Kin in a group. While the 

purposed is unknown, the rate at which a Kin or 
Lesser-Bred thumps is in direct correlation to 

their heartbeat. Side note: Sound is most often 

made when hunting. 


True Form: A natural metaphysical state. 


Ulysiss Glands: One located between the shoulder 
blades (upper), one located at the base of the 

spine (lower), under the skin. They cannot be 

seen. They fuel the biological engine which 

controls the Shift. Pushing on one can have an 
orgasmic effect. 

Wal: Structure surrounding the Dens. Manmade. 
Whirr: A higher pitched version of the purr that does 
not have as much of an effect on healing. The 

whirr is a sound usualy associated with pleasure. 
Things that feel good wil often make Kin and 
Lesser-Breds whirr. 

Whistle: A high-pitched sound, made almost exclusively 
by submissives within a group or white-scales. 
White-Scale: Newly Hatched and not fuly formed with 
a Human shape. 


Wizard: People born leaking magic. 


—ØC HAPTER 1 


Chapter 1 


LIFE was good. Wel, at least as good as it could get 

for a twenty-eight-year-old district manager of one of 
America’s hottest little coffee shop franchises. It wasn’t 
exactly what | was going for when | got my business 
degree, but hey, it was a job, and it paid realy, realy 
wel. 

| even had a boyfriend: Joey Martin. | met him my 

first year in colege when he wound up as my 
roommate. It was love at first sight, at least for me, but 
it took me a while to convince Joey | realy did want to 
go out with him, | wasn’t going to humiliate him, and no 
one had paid me to ask him in the first place. 

He had it bad in high school. | wish | could say 

colege was better, but it wasn’t. Especialy the first 
year— especially in the dorms. On more than one 
occasion, | had to rush to Joey’s rescue. He stil 


wouldn’t give me the time of day no matter how hard | 


tried. | knew it wasn’t because he wasn’t out. I’d seen 
him several times with guys from the academic clubs he 
belonged to. He had a steady boyfriend for about three 
weeks; then it ended. For Joey, it always did. 

It wasn’t until | got invited to join one of UGA’s 

top fraternities and turned them down that Joey would 
make eye contact with me. Maybe it was why I turned 
them down. They’d humiliated Joe during one of their 
hazing rituals. He wasn’t trying to get in; he just 
happened to be in the way when they were doing some 
sort of cross-dressing, leg-humping thing. | stil don’t 
get the stupidity of al those Phi Kappa whatever the 
hel. It’s literaly Greek to me. 

| fished Joey out of the trash where they dumped 

him. He was soaking wet and it was cold, so | gave him 
my jacket. But I think it was when | punched out the 
pledge master that Joe realized | was serious, | did like 
him, and I realy did want to go out with him. 

He didn’t date anyone else after that, and neither 


did I. After we graduated, he got a job doing 


networking with computers, and | wound up working 
for the Java House. Nice apartment in Atlanta located 
downtown—although a little close to the Gray Zone—a 
good-paying job, a guy that | planned to spend the rest 
of my life with. What more could | ask for? 

“Have you seen my favorite tie?” | stuck my head 

in the bathroom. Joey jumped like | had caught him 
jacking off instead of staring at his thin arms and trying 
to make the muscles in his biceps bulge. 

| grinned and he frowned. “Don’t you know how 

to knock?” 

“If | Knocked then | wouldn’t ever get the chance 

to see you make like He-Man in the mirror.” | meant it 
as a joke, but | should have known better. Joey could 
be more than just a little bit sensitive to the fact he was 
thin, realy thin. At five six, he wasn’t al that tal either. 
It wasn’t that he didn’t look like a guy, because he did. 
He was just, wel, cut petit. Which was fine with me. | 
had a few inches on him, and yeah, | had muscle, but 


then, | wrestled in high school and stil lifted weights a 


couple times a week. 

He pushed past me and stormed across the room. 

| folowed. “Hey....” 

“I don’t know where your tie is. Probably at the 
cleaner’s. They caled again, by the way. You stil 
haven’t picked up your blue suit.” He stripped off his T- 
shirt and grabbed a dress shirt out of the closet. 

| wrapped my arms around his ribs and pressed 

my lips to the back of his neck. “I didn’t mean to hurt 
your feelings.” 

The tightness in his body relaxed, and his head 

tipped forward. Joey’s sigh was so deep his entire body 
expanded and deflated in my arms. 

“Talk to me.” | kissed him again. 

“There’s nothing to talk about except me being 
stupid.” 

“You're not stupid, Joey.” No, he was one of the 
Smartest people | knew. 

He gave a brittle laugh. “About this? Yeah, yeah, 


I’m stupid.” 


“Then tel me?” 

Another sigh; this one was softer. Fingers traced 

the back of my hand, my wrist. “I can’t help but be 
afraid.” 

“Of what?” Silence. “Of what, Joe?” 

“You finding someone else.” 

| clenched my jaw so | wouldn’t say the wrong 

thing and tightened my arms around him. 

He turned in my direction, enough | could see the 
edge of his glasses and the bottom part of the lens 
fogged by tears. 

“God, Joe.” | turned him around. “What do | have 

to do to convince you?” 

He tried to smile but it fel flat. “I just worry.” 

“Wel, don’t.” 

“I can’t help it.” His hand moved up my arm, my 
shoulder, my face. | hadn’t shaved yet, so there was 
just enough stubble on my cheek to make a rasping 
sound. “Everyone likes you, Tay, and you could have 


anyone you want.” 


But | didn’t want anyone but him. “Joe—” 

He shushed me and pressed a finger to my lips. 

“Tel me why.” 

“Why what?” 

“Why me?” 

Why him? Goddamn it. | don’t know, because | 

loved him, wanted him. He was everything | wanted ina 
man. So what if he wasn’t six foot five and built like a 
linebacker? Only | didn’t know how to Say it out loud, 
not without making things worse. | took the shirt out of 
Joe’s hand and tossed it, clothes hanger and al, on the 
dresser. “Come here.” 

“What?” 

“Just come here.” | dragged him back into the 
bathroom and turned him toward the mirror. 

“Taylor—” 

“Hush, and look.” He did, and | said, “Do you see 
yourself?” How could he not? His olive-brown skin 
against my Irish white with freckles. | dipped my head 


low and pressed my lips to his shoulder. 


Joey pushed his glasses higher up on his nose. Not 
that they needed pushing; he just did it when he was 
nervous. 

He said, “Okay, I’ve looked. Can we stop now?” 
“No.” 

He roled his eyes, and | smiled against his skin. 
“Taylor, this is stupid.” 

“First, tel me what you see.” 

“Are you serious?” 

| slid a hand up from his plaid boxers and thumbed 
his left nipple. His dark eyes widened, and a blush 
spread across his cheeks. “Tel me, Joe, what do you 
see?” 

“Some skinny nerd with too-big a nose, courtesy 

of his Jewish father, and toothpick arms and realy big 
ears thanks to his Thai mother.” 

“I didn’t know your mother had big ears.” 

He tried to glare, but it turned into a laugh. 

“And for the record, your ears aren’t too big.” | 


sucked at the skin behind his lobe and watched his 


expression melt in the mirror. “And you’re not too 
Skinny.” 

He sighed. “Okay, too short.” 

“You're not too short either.” 

“Lam.” 

“You're not. If you were any bigger, you wouldn’t 

fit against me like this. | like it.” 

Joey dropped his gaze and fiddled with the can of 
shaving cream sitting on the counter. | moved to the 
other side of his neck and sucked a spot just below his 
hairline. Then, out of the blue, he asked, “Are you 
seeing someone else?” 

| froze. Not because | was guilty but because, 

wel, hel, that was the last thing | ever expected to 
come out of Joey’s mouth. 

“What?” My tone must have conveyed exactly 

how | felt, because he flinched and tried to squirm out 
of my arms. | held him tighter. “Where the hel did that 
come from?” 


“Nowhere. | just... I’m sorry, | didn’t mean....” 


| puled his chin up and forced him to meet my 

gaze in the mirror. He blinked and brushed his fingers 
over his cheek. | caught his hand and held it. “Tel me, 
Joe.” His Adam’s apple bobbed, and when he tried to 
look away, | pressed my body against his and raked my 
teeth across his shoulder. He responded just like | 
knew he would—his eyes fluttered and he moaned. 
“Joe?” 

A name fel out of his mouth. “Paul Norse.” 

| made a face. Did | even know the guy? “Who is 
that?” 

Joey shrugged. “No one, not realy. He used to 

work in tech support, was moved to network admin.” 
“Wait, | thought you were next in line for the job.” 

“I was, but | didn’t get it.” 

“Why not? You’ve been there for four years.” 

He shrugged. “I don’t know and it doesn’t 

matter.” 

No, it didn’t. At least not right now. Right now | 


wanted to know who the hel this Paul Norse was and 


what he had to do with Joey thinking | would cheat on 
him. 

“Okay, keep talking.” 

Joe took off his glasses so he could rub his face. 

He set them on the counter and fiddled with them 
instead of the can of shaving cream. 

“Joey?” 

“He said there was no way someone like you 

could be satisfied with someone like me.” 

“And why the hel would he say something like 

that?” There had to be a reason, and | could almost see 
it in Joey’s expression: how his mouth thinned out, how 
he avoided my gaze, and then there was the constant 
jaw tremor. 

| spread my hands across his torso, and Joey 
shuddered. Finaly he said, “Paul made an 
unprofessional suggestion.” 

Unprofessional suggestion? | had a bad feeling 

about the exact meaning. “You care to elaborate on 


that?” 


“He said if | didn’t do certain favors, he was going 

to make sure | wound up in the basement with the rats, 
dismantling old servers at half the pay.” 

Joey gasped and grabbed my arms. | realized then 

| was squeezing him too hard. “Excuse me?” 

When he looked at my reflection, he paled. 

“Nothing happened.” 

“I know that.” 

Joey turned his head and looked at me. | guess he 
thought the mirror could lie. 

“You'd never cheat on me, | know that. Now tel 

me what that has to do with you asking me about seeing 
someone else?” 

“Can we go sit down somewhere?” 

“No.” 

Joey went slack in my arms and petted my hands. 

“He said | might as wel, because you weren’t working 
late, you were doing someone else.” 

Doing? “And how the hel would he know 


anything about me working late?” 


“Because when you're late, | sometimes go down 

to the sandwich shop on the corner and eat dinner.” 
“And let me guess, he saw you there.” 

Joe nodded. “Several times. One day he came in, 

sat down, we talked, and he asked me to go to a hotel 
with him. I’m sorry, Tay. | shouldn’t have ever asked 
you. | shouldn’t—” 

| kissed him to make him quit babbling. He turned, 
and his shoulder pressed against my chest. | said, “That 
stil doesn’t answer my question.” 

Joe sighed and dropped his head against my 

Shoulder. “It’s stupid. I’m sorry.” 

“Just tel me.” 

“Paul started going on about how ‘working late’ 

was the oldest trick in the book. It was like he’d 
overheard every conversation we ever had, or at least 
the reasons you give me when you stay late at the 
office.” 

“Did it occur to you that there are only so many 


reasons for me to work late? Meetings, deadlines, 


problems at one of the store locations?” 

Joe didn’t have to answer me. He wasn’t stupid. 

He’d weighed al the rational arguments, and he knew 
the truth. Yet he stil thought there’d be a possibility of 
me cheating on him. 

| probably should have dropped the discussion at 

that point, but | just couldn’t help myself. “And who, 
pray tel, am | Supposedly getting it on with?” 

“No one in particular, just—” 

| squeezed him again, only this time | rubbed 

myself against his ass. Joe gasped, and | nuzzled the 
back of his neck and slid my hand down the front of his 
boxers. One stroke and he was hard. “I would never, 
could never. You’re it for me. | told you that back in 
colege, and I’ve told you that so many times since.” 
Tears spiled over his cheeks, and at the same 

time, a moan weled out of his throat. | slid my hand 
lower, cupped his bals, squeezed, then pushed my 
hand until my fingers were wedged between his legs. | 


don’t know if he meant to or not, but he moved his feet 


apart, giving me more access to the soft spot behind his 
nuts. 

“I’m sorry, Tay... lm—” 

“Put your hands on the counter.” 

He blinked at me in the mirror. 

“Counter, Joe. Hands. Now.” 

He grabbed the edge, and I brought my hand 

back to his cock. | didn’t stroke him this time. | just 
held him, teasing his slit with my thumb. With my other 
hand under his chin, | puled him until his lovely body 
curved back far enough for me to kiss him. 

“Tay.” Joe clenched his eyes shut. “You’re going 

to be late to work.” 

“Don’t care.” | sucked at his throat and rubbed 

my erection against his ass crack. 

“You’l get in trouble.” 

“I’m the boss. | can’t get in trouble.” | dropped 

my hand to his chest and teased his nipples with my 
thumb. | watched his body’s reaction in the mirror, how 


his muscles jumped and his stomach tightened. God, he 


was pretty. | wished with al my heart he could see it. | 
kissed him hard, deep, sweeping the inside of his mouth 
with my tongue, drinking him down until his entire body 
trembled in my grasp. 

| got my belt loose and shoved my pants and 

boxers down low enough to free myself. Joe tried to 
turn and face me, but | pushed him back around. 
“Hands on the counter.” 

“I want to look at you.” 

| breathed against his ear. “Watch the mirror and 

you wil.” The blush in his cheeks went bright red. | 
fumbled in the drawer, looking for something to slick 
him up with. 

Joey grabbed a bottle of lotion sitting at the back 

of the sink. “Here.” 

| didn’t realy want to smel like avocado, but | 

also wasn’t going to wait. He opened it and squeezed 
out a glob in the palm of my hand. It was a lot more 
than | needed. | slicked up my cock and gave the lotion 


time to get warm against my skin; then I slid my fingers 


against his ass crack, found his entrance, and pushed. 
Joe barked out my name and closed his eyes. 

“Look in the mirror, Joe.” He scrunched his brow, 

and | pushed in another finger. “Do it. Open your eyes 
and look at the mirror.” 

They came open, but his expression was glazed. 
Mouth slack, Joe sucked in one desperate breath after 
the other. | twisted my fingers and found his prostate, 
and his hands slipped off the counter as he colapsed 
against it. 

“Up.” | couldn’t pul him up, because one hand 

was busy teasing the head of his cock while the other 
was Slicking his hole. “Joey, up.” 

For a minute there, | thought he wasn’t going to 

make it. | backed my fingers out of his ass, and he got 
his arms to work. The sight of him sucking on his 
bottom lip—his wanton expression, the sweat beading 
on his brow—was almost too much. 

Joey’s responsiveness was one of the things that 


made doing this with him so good. No one I'd ever 


been with made me feel like he did. Like | was some 
sort of sex god. | watched his expression as | replaced 
my fingers with my dick and pushed in. Not far, just 
enough that he could feel me, want me, need me. 
Joey tried to push back, but | held him with a hand 

on his hip. “Tay....” 

“Look at yourself, Joe.” Some of the distance left 

his eyes, and he looked at the mirror. | pressed my 
thumb against his slit, then gave his cock one long 
stroke. Shivers racked his body. Even his teeth 
chattered. | smiled. “Do you see that man in the 
mirror?” | kissed his shoulder and at the same time 
roled my hips forward. Stil not al the way, not yet—an 
inch, maybe less. A high-pitched whine boiled in Joey’s 
throat. “Do you see how that man looks at me? Do you 
see how that man loves me? Do you see how beautiful 
he looks when | do this?” | ran my thumb along his 
glans. 

| doubt Joey saw himself. His eyes roled up and 


his hands did some more scrambling on the counter. He 


knocked the shaving cream onto the floor and sent his 
glasses into the sink. 

“Answer me, Joe. Tel me.” 

“Yessss—oh 

God, 

Tay, 

please, 

please, 

please....” 

“You sure you see him?” 

Joe gave a jerky nod. “Yes, yes, yes.” 

“Then you should know | could never give him 

up.” | gave him everything then. 

The rhythm of our bodies slapping together and 

the wet sound of his cock moving in the tunnel of my fist 
echoed off the tiles. | did most of the grunting, though. 
As responsive as Joey was, he rarely made a lot of 
noise. Usualy a few moans in the beginning, a keen 
here or there along the way, but when I was fucking him 


hard, he went al quiet. That was how | knew I was 


doing things right. 

It didn’t take long for my bals to tighten. The 

cold-hot electric sensation raced up the back of my 
legs, making my head hum. | slowed down. | didn’t 
want to come yet, | wanted to drag this out as much as 
| could. | wanted to make sure that Joey wouldn’t 
forget this. God, | loved him, with al my heart, with 
every fiber of my body, and | wanted so bad for him to 
know that. Since | wasn’t great with words, | used my 
body instead. 

| knew he was close when his breathing changed 

and he sucked in air deep and exhaled it on a whisper. | 
watched him in the mirror, and he watched me. 

“I love you, Tay.” 

| barely heard it between my own grunts, his 

ragged breathing, and the sounds of sex. | almost could 
have convinced myself I’d imagined it. But thanks to the 
mirror, | saw his lips move and his expression go hot. 
There was no holding back then. | snapped my 


hips forward, and | put as much force as | dared into 


every stroke | gave him. It wasn’t long before he 
stiffened against me and his ass clenched around my 
cock so tight | could barely move. Wet heat pumped 


over my fist, my wrist. Another second and | came too. 


—@CHAPTER 2 


Chapter 2 


| MADE it half the week before | decided | had to do 
something about Paul Norse. | wasn’t going to beat him 
up or anything. Granted, | wanted to, but that kind of 
behavior wasn’t conducive to my career or my 
freedom. | figured a talk would be good. One man to 
another. 

On Wednesday | took off early and went to 

where Joe worked. The building occupied a corner of 
Main right near the Fringe of the Gray Zone. 

| didn’t particularly like the idea of Joey walking 

the streets there after dark, but every attempt | made to 
convince him to let me pick him up had failed. As 
nervous as people made him, as self-conscious as he 
was, the dragons didn’t scare Joe. Which never made 
sense. At least not to me. 

I'd grown up in Atlanta and even attended a class 


taught by a Kin at UGA. | shouldn’t have been afraid of 


them either. Or at least | should’ve been less afraid. | 
wasn’t one of those fanatical “Earth for Humans” 
activists who thought the only good wyrm was a dead 
wyrm, but | wasn’t looking to be friends with them 
either. 

| think it’s instinct, you Know? A Survival reaction. 

Not everyone felt that way. Thousands of people 

went to the Pit on a weekly basis. The Queen of 
Atlanta’s nightclub was so popular, buses brought in 
tourists whose sole reason for coming here was to get 
up close and personal with the wyrms. Lots of people 
considered it a novelty to go hang out with real live 
dragons. Creatures so beautiful they made your eyes 
bleed. 

It didn’t change the fact that coming to this area 
made me uneasy. Dragons roamed the Zone, along with 
their mixed-breed offspring. And Kin were known to 
kil people. Not just kil them, but eat them. 

| parked my Suzuki around the corner next to the 


curb, got out, and fed the meter a few quarters before 


walking up to the front entrance of the building. There 
wasn’t any risk of me running into Joe. He was at home 
with a fever. 

The front lobby of World’s Logistics was for 

clients and would-be clients, and it showed. Leather 
love seats, leather chairs, large square canvases of 
modern art that reminded me of roadkil. 

A waterfal graced the sitting area and the window 
looked out into the dirty street. Water lettuce and lily 
pads clogged the pool around the surface. Al the while 
nighttime sounds, complete with bulfrog croaks, played 
softly from a speaker strategicaly placed behind a 
lamp. 

The lady manning the front desk didn’t even look 

up when | walked by. Clean-shaven and dressed in a 
suit and dark-blue tie, | blended right in with every 
other stiff in corporate America. Some days | resented 
tuning into one of those stuffy icons, but not today. No, 
today | was going to use it to my ful advantage. 


| had no idea where | was going. When | rounded 


the corner, | found myself in a maze of cubicles. | 
picked up a random file off an empty desk and walked 
to the other side of the room. Along the way | stopped 
a redhead with her arms ful of folders just like the one 
in my hand. “Do you know where | can find Paul 
Norse? | have a file for him to look over.” | gave her 
my manager smile, the one | tacked on to make a 
franchise sale as wel as the one I wore when | had to 
fire someone as gently as | could. 

“Paul? You sure you don’t mean Marks over in 
accounting?” 

| opened the folder, pretended to scan it, and 

closed it again. “Nope, Paul Norse.” 

She tried to point but almost lost her hold on the 
tower of papers in her arms. She seemed to decide 
nodding in the right direction was safer. “He’s in the 
Networking office, fifth floor.” 

| thanked her and headed in the direction of the 
elevator located across the hal from the bathrooms. | 


waited for it to empty before stepping inside. With any 


luck I’d be in and out of there before Joey woke up 
from his nap. I’d fed him enough NyQuil to make him 
sleep the entire afternoon. God knew he hadn't slept 
the night before. No, Joey had spent most of the night 
tossing, turning, and sweating. 

The lift came to a stop and the doors slid open. 

Instead of cubicles, there was a light-gray halway anda 
line of doors close to the same shade. Thank you, fire 
marshal, for the required exit maps next to the 
extinguishers. | traced the lines on the blueprint with a 
finger, noting some of the rooms were labeled. The 
ones that weren’t had numbers. Luck was in my favor. 
The network admin office was the last room in a dead- 
end corridor. 

| passed by a dozen or more rooms. Some had 
windows that let me glance inside at busy tech support 
guys doing whatever tech support does for an 
international shipping company. And if any company 
was considered international, it was World’s. They 


handled al the contracts with the big-name 


pharmaceutical companies: Johnson & Johnson, Merial, 
and the Green Giant of drug makers, Dalmar. This job 
was good for Joe, and working in the network data 
analysis department let him be confident about his ability 
without having to deal with a lot of people. The fact that 
he’d been passed up for a promotion | knew he 
deserved bothered me. The fact the person who got the 
job threatened his place with the company pissed me 
off. 

| took a left and found the door marked by a shiny 

gold plate that read Paul Norse, Network Admin. | 
opened it and peeked inside. The office was less of an 
office and more of a storage room with a desk and a lot 
of computers. | spotted Paul—at least | assumed it was 
him—on the other side of a shelving unit. | stepped 
inside and felt the knob for a lock as | closed it. It was 
push-button, so | could discreetly engage it. 

“Paul Norse?” 

He waved a hand without looking up and said, 


“Just a minute.” He was big. Bigger than | thought he’d 


be, to tel the truth. | guess | was like everyone else in 
the world; | expected al computer junkies to weigh a 
hundred pounds, wear glasses, and play nonstop 
rounds of World of Warcraft . The truth is, they rarely 
look so stereotypical. | guess that was why | had it so 
bad for Joe. He did, and yeah, the geek look 
completely turned me on. 

Paul Norse walked out from behind the shelf with 
laptop in hand. Built square, he had a few inches on me 
but with less muscle. As soon as his eyes came up, | 
knew he recognized me, although | wasn’t sure how. 
He forced a smile. “How can | help you?” Maybe 

he was hoping for coincidence and that | was realy 
there looking for info on network shipping logistics. 

| made sure al hope died a quick death. “I assume 
you know who | am?” 

The upturn of his lips wilted. “Uh, yeah, Joe 

showed me a photo of you once.” 

“Was that when you decided to make a move on 


him, or did that come later?” Yeah, Paul realy wasn’t 


smiling now. 

“Uh, look, | don’t know what Joe told you—” 

“Shut up.” | was actualy surprised when Paul 

Snapped his mouth shut. He even looked kind of 
surprised, like his body had executed the command 
against his wil. “I’m going to talk, and you’re going to 
listen.” | stepped up to his desk and sat down on one of 
the burlap-covered chairs in front of it. It wobbled, and 
| wondered for a second if it was going to dump my ass 
on the floor. When it didn’t, | motioned to Paul’s chair, 
and he sat. | figured sitting and acting slightly civilized 
about this was less likely to lead to punches being 
thrown. 

Specificaly, my fists. 

| smoothed out my tie and tugged on the sleeves 

of my jacket before folding my hands in my lap. “Okay, 
Paul, | need you to pay attention, because I’m only 
going to tel you once. After that al bets are off, and 
now that | know who you are and where you work, l'I 


find out what you drive, and next, | wil show up where 


you live.” 

“Are you threatening me?” 

| smiled. “Not yet.” Paul opened his flap and | cut 

him off. “You wil refrain from any more comments 
about my relationship with Joe. You wil also refrain 

from your less than ethical suggestions of sexual favors. 
Last but not least, you wil not threaten him, threaten his 
job, or make him feel in the slightest intimidated. If you 
do, Paul, I’m going to find you, and then I’m going to 
break you in half.” 

By now Paul was pale and his eyes were round. | 

puled back the sleeve of my jacket and checked my 
watch. Joey would be waking up soon, and | wanted to 
be there in case he needed me. 

| stood up, satisfied and ready to walk out, but 

then Paul opened his mouth. “Just so you know, Joe’s 
the one who made the offer. | wouldn’t be surprised if 
I’m not the only one. He’s a slut.” 

| Knew what Paul said was nothing more than the 


verbal vomit of a buly. I'd met my share of people like 


him in high school and then, later, colege. For whatever 
reason, Joe seemed to attract them like a flame 
attracted moths. I’d long ago made it my job to keep 
people like Paul Norse from hurting him. 

When I turned around, Paul leaned back in his 

chair. He smiled while looking at me down his nose. | 
kept staring, and eventualy the smug look on his face 
disappeared and was replaced by a worrier’s crease 
across his forehead. 

There were so many things | could have said, so 
many threats | could have made, but | decided in the 
end silence would be far more frightening. 

History has shown that we as Humans fear the 
unknown more than any palpable threat. 


| tipped an imaginary hat at Paul and walked out. 





@CHAPTER 3 


Chapter 3 


ABOUT two blocks from our apartment, there was this 
great little café caled Chicken Bone. They didn’t have a 
very wide range of items, but their chicken soup would 
leave no doubt in your mind that there was an actual 
heaven and a God. The line inside was long, so | wound 
up running about fifteen minutes late. 

| opened the front door and caled out across the 

living room to Joe. “I brought chicken soup, the kind 
with rice, not noodles.” With the bedroom door open, | 
knew he’d hear me, even if he was in bed asleep. | put 
the container of soup on the counter. “Joe?” Maybe he 
was stil asleep? 

| walked to the bedroom. Inside, the bed was 

empty, and the sheets and blankets were faling off the 
side in the direction of the bathroom. | went to the 
door, but it was locked. 


“Joey?” | rattled the knob, then beat a fist against 


the door. “Joe! Answer me, damn it!” 

A faint moan was my only reply. | backed up and 
kicked my heel against the door. | knew there was no 
chance of me breaking it out of the frame by throwing 
myself against it. The movies always make busting 
down a door look a lot easier than it actualy is, and if 
something was wrong, | couldn’t risk dislocating my 
shoulder. 

On the second kick, the doorknob broke free. | 

landed a third blow with the heel of my shoe, and the 
knob fel off with a clatter. | heard a sharper version of 
the sound echo from the inside as the other half hit the 
tile. 

| worked the catch free with my fingers and 

yanked open the door to find Joe colapsed on the 

floor. His boxers clung to his sweat-soaked body like 
cellophane. 

“Jesus....” | knelt down and tried to get him up. 

His skin was a furnace against my palms. He had to be 


running a fever of 106. “God, Joe....” | patted his 


cheek and ran a hand over the top of his head. 

He opened his eyes. “Cold.” 

Cold? Could fevers make a person cold? | didn’t 

know. One thing | was sure of: Joe was seriously sick. | 
picked him up and carried him back into the bedroom. | 
set him on the bed and took out my cel phone. 

Thirty seconds after | hung up with 911, Joe 

began screaming. The force of his cries made his entire 
body bow back and his hands curl into bony hooks. | 
tried to hold him down, to keep him from tossing 
himself to the floor, but he pushed my hands away. 
When | begged him to tel me what to do, he hissed, his 
eyes roled up, and his breathing went in and out too 
fast. 

“Jesus, Joe, talk to me!” 

“It hurts!” 

“What? What hurts?” 

His arms curled around his stomach, but the only 
sounds he made were pitiful cries. 


It took forever for EMS to arrive, or at least it 


seemed like forever. | met them at the door. They came 
in through the living room with a stretcher. The lead man 
walked through the bedroom door while his partner 
waited outside. | thought that was strange, but | was 
too panicked to say anything about it at the time. 

Lead Man came back out and said something to 

his partner, and they retreated. Without Joe. 

“Wait a minute!” | got in their way, grabbed the 
stretcher, and shoved it back toward the bedroom. 
“You can’t leave.” 

Lead Man gave me a look. “The only people who 

can help him right now are Alchemists.” 

That didn’t make any sense. Alchemists weren’t 
doctors. They were, wel, Alchemists. They dealt with 
Magic and unruly dragons. “What the fuck are you 
talking about? He’s got a fever, he needs a hospital.” 
Second Man said something to me, and | missed 

it. Or maybe | just didn’t want to believe the words 
coming out of his mouth. | turned, and he shook his 


head. “He’s got a fever over 108. The Human body 


doesn’t spike a fever like that. Your friend isn’t sick, 
he’s going into a Shift. We’! cal it in; that’s al we can 
do, and you should probably come downstairs with us, 
because he’s going to get dangerous.” 

He said something else, but | was stil trying to 
comprehend what this man was teling me. “You’re 
wrong. Joe’s just got the flu.” 

“No.” Lead Man shoved the stretcher past me. 

“He’s going to become Lesser-Bred.” 

Joe, not Human? 

Living in Atlanta, I’d heard the stories, and yeah, 
occasionaly | saw the reports on the news when one of 
them slaughtered the people they lived with because 
they couldn’t control the thing they were turning into. 
They were dangerous in the first stages. Like anyone 
else who lived here, I’d seen my share of Lesser-Breds 
on the streets near the Fringe, marked on the face and 
standing on street corner. A lot of them worked as 
cheap prostitutes. They could get away with it because 


they weren’t Human. 


It was Second Man on the radio requesting a 

“disposal unit” that got my attention. 

“What the hel is a disposal unit?” But | knew. 

They were going to cal an Alchemist in there and put 
Joe down like a rabid dog. Yeah, wel, not if | could 

help it. | shoved past them and into the bedroom. 

Joe was curled up in the fetal position, his hands 
digging into the side of his face, his body flushed al 
over. The sheets were already soaked. | covered him 
up with one of the extra blankets we kept at the end of 
the bed and carried him out. 

Neither one of the EMS got in my way. Maybe 

they thought I’d give out downstairs and drop him, or 
that the Alchemist team would cut me off in the lobby. 
Just in case there were Alchemists waiting down there, | 
took the elevator to the underground parking garage. 
The doors opened, and | al but ran to where I'd 

parked the car. | had to put Joe down so | could dig 

out my keys. He made a pitiful noise and his eyes 


peeled wide. “Tay....” 


“I’m right here.” 

“Tay, it hurts.” 

“I know, | know.” | dropped the keys, picked 

them up, dropped them again, then remembered there 
was a keyless entry button and hit it. | scooped Joe up 
and put him in the passenger seat. | didn’t fool with the 
seat belt. As fast as | would be driving, if we wrecked, 
it wasn’t going to be able to save us. 

| went around to the driver’s side and got in. 

Beside me, Joe asked, “What’s wrong with me?” 

“I don’t know.” Okay, it was a lie, but right now it 
didn’t count. | cranked up the car, put it in reverse, and 
peeled out of the parking space, nearly clipping the 
SUV parked in the space behind mine. 

| had no idea where | was going to go or what | 

was going to do. | drove—anywhere, somewhere— 
trying to think of who | could cal, where | could take 
Joe to get him some help. 

Joe said, “I smel you.” 


At first | thought he was delusional, and | tried to 


laugh it off between the crying | was doing. 

“No, Tay, | smell you.” 

Up until that point, I’d realy thought there was a 
chance the EMS guys had been wrong. Hel, maybe 
they were new on the job or maybe they just didn’t 
know their ass from a hole in the ground. But then, with 
Joe cocooned in the blanket, his dark eyes filed with 
fear, | knew they were right. Goddamn it, they were 
right. 

As soon | was sure no one was folowing me, | 

puled onto a side road and took out my phone. Thank 
God upper management had forced me to upgrade, and 
now, | had the Internet, our store schedules, locations, 
addresses, and profit margins at my fingertips. My only 
problem was, what the hel did | search for? Lesser- 
Bred? That only gave me about a milion useless hits. 
Lesser-Bred help? That one got me an entire page 
worth of Mankind for Kin sites. They were as radical as 
the Earth for Humans, only just the opposite, giving 


dragons the status of gods. 


My personal experience with them wasn’t good. 

A group of them had egged my car and thrown red 
paint on the front of one of the stores | managed when 
the Java House passed the no wyrms policy. Lots of 
restaurants in town had the same rules, mostly 
unspoken. We just happened to put up those friendly 
little stickers with the shape of a dragon marked out. 

| searched again, but this time | put “help” in front 

of “Lesser-Bred.” While the info downloaded, | tried to 
get my mind around the idea of Joe not being Human. | 
felt like | should have known, like this was somehow 
my fault. Which was ridiculous. There’s only one reason 
a person Shifts: they’re geneticaly tainted. 

My search results came up. Third one on the list 

was for a site caled Haven. | loaded it up and scroled 
down. | didn’t take time to realy read it; al | saw were 
the words “refuge” and “cal any time, any place if you 
need help.” Yeah, if anyone needed help right now, it 
was Joe. 


| memorized the number long enough to plug it into 


my phone. It rang three times before the line picked up 
and an oh-so-not-Human voice slid through the 
receiver. “This is Loren.” 

The hairs on the back of my neck stood up, and 

my flesh went al goose pimply. | had the sudden urge 
to hang up, but Joe needed help, and | didn’t think 
Chicken Bone’s world-famous soup was gonna put a 
dent in this. 

From the other end of the line, the voice said, 

“Talk to me, I’m here to help you.” 

| sagged against the steering wheel. “My partner, 
he’s... sick.” 

“Sick?” 

“| caled EMS. They came, but they won’t help 

him. They said he isn’t Human.” 

“Are the EMS there now?” 

“No.” A police cruiser screamed by at the cross 

street, heading in the direction of our apartment. A big 
black Hummer folowed. I barely got a glimpse of the 


symbol on the side of the vehicle, but | was pretty sure 


it was an eye. If | was right, it meant the Hummer 
belonged to the Circle and was ful of Alchemists. In al 
honesty, those things scared me a lot more than Kin 
ever could. They were Humans but not Humans, people 
who'd given themselves over to magic. There was less 
known about them than there was about dragons. There 
was only one thing anyone knew for sure: they hated the 
wyrms. Alchemists were supposed to work with the 
police to keep Kin in line. Sometimes | had my doubts, 
though. It seemed like every news story where they 
were involved always had heavy Human casualties. But 
what did | know? 

| looked at Joe, and Loren asked, “Where are 

you now?” 

“In my car.” 

“In Atlanta?” 

“Yes.” 

“Is your partner with you?” 

“Yeah.” Joe’s hand came out from under the 


blanket, and | caught it in mine. It didn’t seem possible 


that a person could feel that hot and not catch fire. 

| didn’t miss the nervous breath Loren exhaled. 

“You need to get him to me as soon as possible. Can 
you do that?” 

“What are you going to do?” 

Loren paused, then said, “Keep him from kiling 

you, for starters.” 

| had to take back my hand to write down the 

address Loren gave me and a few directions in case the 
GPS couldn’t locate him. Since Haven was located on 
the inside of the Gray Zone, there was a good chance 
that even good old TomTom would wind up lost. 

It wasn’t until | hung up that | realized Loren never 
asked me my name. Not that it mattered, | guess. 
Traffic was light as | headed into the Fringe. In 

that area there were fewer cars, and none of them were 
running. No signs marked my entrance into the Zone. 
Only the change in the road told me I was there. Pot 
holes deep enough to break an axle suddenly pitted the 


street in front of me. This had to be why the only cars 


here were abandoned or up on blocks next to the curb. 
The buildings changed too, marking the spread of 
time in a wave of architectural evolution from when they 
first began letting the inhuman outside the Wal 
encircling the Dens where Kin were born. There were a 
lot of places in Atlanta where old factories had been 
converted into apartments, but there was nothing that 
looked like the Zone in the city, and the area closest to 
the Dens was like another world. Yeah, there were old 
buildings from the twenties and thirties, but the closer 
you got to the Wal, the less the buildings looked like 
vintage apartments and abandoned store fronts. There 
they were built with massive stacked stones and cut 
rock that looked like it belonged in some cathedral in 
England. 

| was relieved when the next turn took me back 
toward the Fringe and away from where dragons 
crawled out of the bowels of the Hive. There were 
more people there, or not people. With a second look, 


| saw iridescent marks on their bodies. Lesser-Breds. 


A handful of them stood outside an old brick building, 
and crowds of what | was sure were Humans clogged 
up the rest of the sidewalk. | made that guess because it 
seemed the Lesser-Breds preferred to go barefoot, 

with no shirts, and wear ratty jeans, and most of the 
people filing up the sidewalk were fuly clothed. 

The Zone was dangerous, but a lot of people 

risked it for the things you could buy there—and do 
there. Hel, in colege, | had made my share of trips to 
the area to buy beer. In the Zone they don’t card, they 
don’t enforce city ordinances, the food is cheap, 
products cheaper, and the main export is sex. Everyone 
knows that—at least everyone who’s lived in Atlanta 
for any length of time. 

The ilicit goings-on in the Gray Zone were a blight 

on the community our corporate offices often 
complained about. They didn’t want their stores too 
close to the area because it tarnished the company’s 
wholesome appearance. Of course there was also the 


fact people there not only refused to pay six bucks for a 


latte, they couldn’t afford it. 

There were coffee shops in the Zone, along with 

cafés and even a few street venders, but the 1920s 
prices they displayed backed up corporate’s 
assessment of the area’s financial status. Destitute in the 
truest sense of the word. 

Another turn and the left side of the road became 
cluttered with large oaks and side streets with old 
houses. | looked for a street sign, but after | passed a 
dozen or more unmarked roads, | was pretty sure 
everywhere was like that. 

Joe made a sound beside me. A moan, a 

whimper. | said, “Hang on, hang on, we’re almost 
there.” 

“Where?” Surprised that he was coherent enough 

to ask me, | glanced down. | didn’t take my eyes off 

the street too long, no matter how slow | was moving. If 
| missed my turn I’d realy be lost, seeing that TomTom 
had no opinion on which road | needed to turn down. | 


scanned the right side of the block, looking for the 


landmark Loren had mentioned: a green brick building 
marked with a World War Il acronym for Women of 
War in white brick at the top. You’d think a place like 
that would stick out like a sore thumb, but every 
building there was a sore thumb. 

Then | saw it, three stores up. 

“Tay?” 

| stil hadn’t answered him. “A place, Joe, a place 
where someone can help you.” | turned on my blinker 
and made the left. | don’t know why I used the blinker. 
There were just houses on this street. Loren had told 
me to look for the one with the mailbox on the right. 
Now | knew why he said just a mailbox with no other 
description. None of the other houses had them. 

They were burned out. Broken down. Others 

were in good repair but patched together with odds and 
ends. | felt like I’d been stuffed into a time warp where 
the Depression had never left and was actualy starting 
to fester. It didn’t seem like a street with old houses 


could be so intimidating, but it was. | figured it was the 


lack of life. No kids, no old people on front porches, 

just weary eyes watching us pass by from behind ratty 
curtains hanging over cracked windows. 

“Tay?” 

“I’m stil here, Joe. Hang on, hang on.” Goddamn 

it, where was this place? Ahead of me the road 

changed again, becoming wider with even larger 
houses. These reminded me of old plantation homes in 
civil war photos. | was thinking how quaint it was until | 
actualy passed a cannon propped up on rocks because 
the wooden wheels had rotted. 

Yeah, that definitely wasn’t something you saw 

every day. 

Joe said, “I’m hungry....” 

| laughed. Hearing Joe say he was hungry in the 

mists of the fever, the chils, the sweat coming off him in 
rivers, just didn’t seem possible. This sick, who could 
think about eating? Apparently Joe could. He 

whimpered and curled himself so tight in the seat beside 


me he looked like an odd-shaped lump under the 


blanket. 

“Tay, it hurts... it hurts....” 

“What 

hurts? 

Sweetheart, 

what 

hurts?” 

Sweetheart? | rarely caled him that, mostly because it 
pissed him off. Joe did not like to be treated like he was 
weaker, smaler, or feminine. The only time he let me 
take charge was when we had sex. Then he liked it, but 
| think it was his way of teling me how much he trusted 
me more than anything else. 

“My stomach. It hurts!” He screamed so loud that 

| jerked the car to the right and popped the curb. There 
was an ugly scraping sound from underneath the 
Carriage as | turned it back out into the road. The last 
thing | needed to do was wreck. | didn’t have a clue 
how much farther | had to drive. 


“Joe, Joe, please, just hang on, I’m getting you 


there. I’m going to get you somewhere they can help 
you.” | wiled myself not to cry. Crying would make it 
hard to see, and | couldn’t afford to miss this place. 

Up ahead | saw a mailbox, big, brick covered, 

with an actual address down the side. | felt like a man 
who’d just found an oasis in the middle of a desert. | hit 
the gas and covered the last half of the block in 
seconds. The tires squealed when | yanked the Suzuki 
into the drive and threw it in park. | was vaguely aware 
of people coming down the steps of the old Colonial 
house. They got to the car about the same time as | got 
out the door. 

| ran to the passenger side. Joe was stil 

screaming, deep, guttural sounds that were far more 
disturbing than the high-pitched cries he’d made earlier. 
Like whatever was hurting him was coming from 
somewhere deeper than it was before, from his chest or 
gut. 

| reached for the door and was puled back. 


| yanked but the man’s grip was unmovable. 


“What the fuck....” | looked up. He wasn’t a 

man, he was Kin. It wasn’t the first time I’d seen them. 
Like | said, | had one as a professor in colege, but I’d 
sat in the back row. And while | could see the flawless 
perfection, beauty personified, I’d never been this close 
to it. This close it was like being in the presence of... 
wel, something not Human. 

Blond hair, business suit, a wel-defined face and 
roman nose, the man—er, Kin—gripping my arm was 
somehow as frightening as a Holywood monster. 

“Let go of me.” | jerked hard, and he stil didn’t 

budge. 

“There’s nothing you can do. Let us handle it 

now.” The two others with him—men, | think; | didn’t 
see stains, they had on actual clothes, and neither one 
had that strange, ethereal beauty—opened the 
passenger-side door. The taler of the two, a redhead, 
picked up Joe and ran in the direction of the house. 
The Kin watched them. | watched them. The hand 


holding my arm opened up. When the Kin turned to 


walk away, I tried to folow, but he pushed me back. 
He said, “You should go.” 

“What?” 

“This isn’t the place for you.” 

For me? “He’s my partner, and that means there’s 

no other place for me to be except with him.” 

“Which is exactly why you shouldn’t be here.” 

| tried to shove past him. | don’t know why. It 

was obvious he was way stronger than anything I’d 
ever felt. He stopped me with a hand in the middle of 
my chest. 

| stepped back, jerked on the edges of my jacket. 
“Loren, right?” 

He tipped his chin. 

“Yeah, wel, listen up, I’m not going anywhere. If 

it means camping out al night in my car, I’m not leaving 
Joe.” 

“That wouldn’t be wise.” 

“Why, are you planning on kiling me?” 


He smiled. God, he even had a perfect mouth, 


practicaly a work of art. “No, but the ferals know my 
doors are open to them. They come here sometimes at 
night, and if they caught you outside your car, they’d kil 
you and eat you.” 

My insides felt like they’d dropped to somewhere 
around my ankles. | stil didn’t get back in my car. “l 
can’t leave him.” | lost al my bravado, and | hated the 
sudden helplessness that blanketed me. “Please, please 
don’t make me leave him.” 

“If you want to help him, tel me how long he’s 

been like this.” 

| scrubbed a hand over my face, then the top of 

my head. “He was restless last night, feverish. It was a 
little worse this morning, so he stayed home from 
work.” Mostly because | begged him to. “He was fine 
though, talking, nothing like this.” If he had been, | 
would never have left for work, and | sure as hel 
wouldn’t have wasted time with Paul Norse. Me and 

my big bad attitude. 


“Have his eating habits changed?” 


| blinked. “What?” 

“Has he been eating more, craving sweet things, 

like chocolate?” 

Was he serious? | shook my head. “No, no. He 

didn’t even eat breakfast. The only time he’s mentioned 
food was in the car on the way over here.” 

| looked up at the Colonial house and wished it 

was Grady Hospital. Surely they could help Joe ina 
hospital better than they could here. | reminded myself 
that the EMS had refused to take him because he 
wasn’t going to be Human. Jesus, how did this happen? 
A hand touched my shoulder. This time, instead of 
heavy, it was light, comforting. Loren stepped closer. 

So close | could smel him. It reminded me of the coffee 
shops | was in charge of. | didn’t go out in the field very 
much anymore, so when I was on location, the smel 
always hit me hard. Breathing in Loren was like that, 
burnt coffee and chocolate, with a hint of something else 
| couldn’t place. 


Loren said, “From what you've told me, he’s 


Shifting fast.” 

| looked up. Taler than me, a lot taler. | felt 

incredibly insignificant. | tried to tel myself | was being 
sily, but at the same time | couldn’t deny Loren’s 
presence. 

| said, “What does that mean?” 

Loren’s blue eyes bled to silver. If the situation 

hadn’t been what it was, | might have been awed. “It 
means he probably won’t live through this.” 

Cold. It filed up my chest, my lungs. My knees 

gave out, and my ass hit the hood of my car. Loren 
pushed me forward, forcing my head between my 
knees. 

Joe die... it just wasn’t a thought | was able to 
process. Not before we were both old, wrinkled, and 
gray. It felt as probable as turning lead to gold, or 
maybe seeing pigs fly. Part of me screamed Loren was 
a liar, but the other part knew he was teling the truth. 
Loren said, “Breathe.” 


It was impossible. The sobs ripping their way out 


of my chest sucked every ounce of air from my body. | 
fought against the violence threatening to shatter my 
ribs, and lost. 

Loren made a sound, something like a growl ora 
rumble, and puled me to my feet. “Come with me.” 

| didn’t even think to fight him. When | looked up, 

he was walking me toward the house where they’d 
taken Joe. The steps took forever. There weren’t many, 
but it might as wel have been a trip up the Washington 
Monument for al my body cared. 

Al | could think about was life without Joey, and 

when | did, | couldn’t see a thing. 

Something soft cushioned my body. | looked up 

and realized | was inside and half-swalowed up by an 
obscenely overstuffed sofa. It was ugly, but | couldn’t 
deny how comfortable it was. It took a while, but the 
worst of the sobs backed off and my tears dried up, 
leaving me sapped of both my wil and my strength. 
Joe. God, Joe. 


Loren touched my shoulder. “Are you al right?” 


I'd never be al right. Out loud | said, “I thought | 
wasn’t alowed in here?” 

“You're not in any condition to drive, and it wil be 
dark soon. Would you like some tea?” 

Dragons drank tea? “No... thanks.” | moved to 
stand up, and Loren pushed me back. “I want to see 
him.” 

“No.” 

My anger failed to rise because | was too scared. 

Loren asked, “What’s your name?” 

“Huh?” 

“Your name.” 

Yeah, I’d never given it to him. “Taylor Simmons.” 
“Okay, Taylor, | need you to pay attention and 

think about what I’m about to tel you.” He sat down 
across from me in a more stuffing-conservative leather 
recliner. Loren’s strange, inhuman gaze went heavy, a 
physical force | could feel pressing against my 
Shoulders, my chest. Or maybe it was just the fear of 


losing Joe. Yeah, it had to be. 


He said, “If | alow you to stay here, you cannot 

get in the way. You must remain here in the main part of 
the house. This is a place for Lesser-Breds to feel safe. 

| don’t want that threatened, and the last thing you need 
to do is accidently walk into an occupied feeding 

room.” 

| nodded until my brain caught up with what he 

was saying. “Feeding room?” 

“Feeding.” 

At first | thought Loren was repeating himself; then 

| realized he was correcting my emphasis on the word. | 
told myself to ask about the difference later, when 
things weren’t so insane and my world wasn’t faling 
apart. “Okay, fine. | won’t get in the way.” 

“You're going to hear noises, sounds you won’t 
understand, that may even frighten you. You might even 
feel things.” 

“Like what?” 

Loren sat back. | swear he never blinked. “I work 


with Humans, so | know how you are about certain 


things, but this is my house, my rules, and this is the 
Gray Zone. Here, | am not obligated to play nursemaid 
to your sensibilities.” He paused. | didn’t know if he 
was waiting for me to answer or deciding whether or 
not to actualy tel me. He said, “Depending on how hot 
your friend burns in the Shift, you may feel a pressure 
change, like a storm. If he leaks glow, you wil most 
likely become aroused.” 

Loren may not have needed to blink, but | did. 

Several times in fact. “Okay.” What else was | going to 
say? 

“It is imperative you do not try to see him, not 

now. Not until | have given the okay.” 

“Because I’m Human?” 

“Because you’re food.” 

| swalowed and tried to get my tongue to let loose 
from the roof of my mouth. “What about those men 
who took him out of the car?” 

“They aren’t men, they’re Lesser-Breds.” 


“| didn’t see any Stains.” 


“Some are lucky. They don’t change much and 

can hide what they are and stay in Human society and 
keep a normal job. The rest stay here inside the Zone.” 
What he said made me wonder how many of them 

| passed on the street or how many of them might be 
working right next to me on a daily basis. No wonder 
there was legislation being introduced to require 
mandatory genotyping for Humans. They already did it 
in fields like law enforcement and the military. Last | 
heard, special-interest groups were trying to get the 
same kind of requirements passed for those in the 
medical field. Next would be the rest of corporate 
America. 

Loren tilted his head like he’d heard a sound from 
somewhere in the back of the house. He stood. “I have 
to go now. The kitchen is on the right. Feel free to help 
yourself. Bathroom is across the hal. Do not go past 
the double wooden doors at the end. If you do, | 
cannot guarantee you’l make it back out alive.” 


After that, he left, and I tried not to lose my 


goddamned mind. 





SC HAPTER 4 


Chapter 4 


EVEN though I was hungry and thirsty, | didn’t leave 
the sofa. The living room I’d been left in was rather 
bland: dark wood, a woven rug on the floor, furniture 
that didn’t match, and no TV. | didn’t even think there 
was a radio, at least not one | could see from where | 
was. 

It shouldn’t have surprised me that | dozed off. 

My body felt exhausted. Drained. | came awake feeling 
like | was in midfal from a big-ass building and heading 
face-first for the ground below. 

The room was bathed in shadows now, and the 

sky beyond the large windows was black. A smal lamp 
in the corner and a light in the kitchen kept me from 
being swalowed up by the darkness. | listened to try 
and figure out what woke me up, but save for the hum 
of the fridge from the other room and a grandfather 


clock ticking off the seconds, it was silent. 


Too silent. | stood up, and my stomach growled. | 
decided to take care of personal business first. | found 
the bathroom, relieved myself, and washed up in the 
sink. After | dried my hands, | stared at my reflection in 
the mirror on the medicine cabinet. l’d aged a hundred 
years since morning. My brown eyes had bruises under 
them, my face was splotched, and under the seam lines 
the sofa had left on my cheek, | was pale. | looked 
scared. Thing was, | felt worse. 

| braced my hands on either side of the old- 

fashioned pedestal sink and glared at myself in the 
mirror. “Joe is not going to die. He’s going to make it. 
He’s going to be fine. We’l go home, and everything 
wil be okay.” 

| didn’t believe a word | said. Even if Joe lived, 

things would never be the same. He wouldn’t be 
Human. 

| wiled myself to not to cry. After a couple of 

deep breaths, | regained control. 


| stepped out of the bathroom, and for a moment | 


thought | heard a sound down the hal, behind a set of 
heavy oak doors. | stared for a while, told myself to go 
into the kitchen to get something to eat, maybe coffee, 
tea, a glass of water. My legs weren't listening. | didn’t 
consciously walk down to the end of the hal, but | got 
there al the same. | put a hand on the door. It felt 
incredibly smooth, the lacquer so thick it coated the 
dark surface like glass. | dropped the same hand to the 
door handle. | tested it and was surprised to find it 
unlocked. 

| wasn’t supposed be back there. | replayed 

everything Loren had told me, and at the same time, my 
heart kept reminding me Joe was back there 
somewhere, and he had to be terrified out of his mind. 
The door didn’t squeak when I opened it. | 

folowed the halway stretching out in front of me. Along 
the way | passed a few rooms with empty beds. Some 
looked lived-in, some looked like they were waiting for 
occupants. | felt like | was back in the dorm at UGA. 


Although there, the light was better. Here, the piss-poor 


fluorescents made more shadows than they erased. 
Something darker than the floor, lying on the 

runner, caught my attention. | reached down to pick it 
up. It was the blanket Joe had been wrapped in. A few 
feet beyond that, his boxers. An odd noise made me 
jerk my head up. The hal was stil empty. | kept 
listening and | heard something else, only | couldn’t put 
a name to it. | walked a few feet and the air became 
heavy. Sweat broke out across my skin, making my 
Shirt stick to my back. | took off my jacket and 

dropped it, loosened my tie. It was hotter than a 
furnace down this way. There were more clothes in the 
halway next to a closed door. It looked like a couple 
pairs of ratty jeans. 

Every nerve ending in my body fired up and my 
clothes suddenly felt like sandpaper, the sweat running 
down my skin like ants, the air | puled into my lungs 
like concrete. | needed to leave because | knew what 
was behind that door. Joe was back there; he had to 


be. | hadn’t seen hide nor hair of anyone else. 


The door here wasn’t locked either. | turned the 

knob, pushed.... 

The first thing | registered was the pale-green tile. 

It covered the floor, the wals. The second thing was the 
drain in the middle. The third... oh dear God. Ribbons 
of red and dark green. Blood and ichor. It was 
everywhere—the wals, the ceiling. The musky scent of 
ejaculate was thicker here than at a fraternity house 
after a keg party. 

God, Joe. Of course my mind vomited up the 
worst-case scenario. They’d hurt him, and there was no 
way anyone could lose that much blood and live. There 
was just no way. My knees gave out, and | stared while 
wanting to look away. The more | stared, the more | 
saw, violent, terrible, brutal agony written in slaps of red 
and green. The green meant a dragon had taken 
damage, and the red had to be Human. 

| didn’t think even an Alchemist would be this 

cruel. This was my fault. I’d brought Joe here; I’d let 


them take him. | didn’t see Loren until his hand was 


around my neck and my back hit the wal. 

“I told you not to come back here.” 

Rage replaced the grief, and | fought, kicking, 

yeling, punching. | landed several good blows to his 
knees, punches to his ribs. | grabbed his wrist and | 
squeezed. Loren acted like he didn’t feel it. 

“You kiled him!” | screamed it. | spit it. | tasted 

blood in my mouth from biting my own tongue. “You 
fucking monster, you fucking monster, you were 
Supposed to help him, you kiled him, you kiled Joe! 

Did you eat him? That’s what you things do, isn’t it? 

Kil and eat us? Are you going to kil me now? Are you 
going to bleed me out? | hate you, | fucking hate you!” 
Right then and there, | wanted to hurt Loren more 

than | wanted to breathe, but he was stronger than me, 
carved by metaphysics, his Human shape nothing but a 
shel covering what he realy was: a monster. 

| don’t know how long he held me there as | 

roared like something possessed, his expression a 


perfect emotionless mask. No matter how hard | hit 


him, he obviously wasn’t going to feel it, and what 
marks | did manage to make on his perfect skin healed 
almost instantly. 

While Loren might not have felt pain, | was wiling 

to bet Joe did. | was wiling to bet he’d screamed and | 
hadn’t even heard him. Joe, Joey.... 

As quick as the anger had hit me, it drained, 

leaving me holow. Empty. | just quit feeling and 
became lifeless and uncaring. | stared at the room 
beyond Loren’s shoulder and found handprints I'd 
missed before marked in red on the wal. 

A mountain of warm flesh and chiseled muscle 

closed around me, and a deep churning purr vibrated 
through my body. The sound ate up every thought in my 
head. | felt like a TV stuck on a blank channel, white 
noise hissing away in my brain. The heat around me 
flowed through my skin, my muscle, my bones. | 
wondered if | could actualy melt, and | decided | realy 
didn’t care if | did. 


| opened my eyes because someone said my 


name. Loren’s face was inches from mine. If l’d had the 
strength, maybe | would have puled a Mike Tyson, but 
it would have taken too much effort. With the 
combination of the sound he made and his heat washing 
over me, it was almost too much of a bother to breathe. 
“Taylor.” 

| think | replied, but | don’t remember. 

“I need you to calm down before you hurt 

yourself.” 

| didn’t want to calm down. | wanted to kil him, 

only now... now... it wasn’t important any more. 

“What are you doing to me?” ’Cause he had to be 
doing something. | hoped he wouldn’t stop. 

“Are you calm?” 

Yeah, | was calmer than I’d ever been. | felt like 

I'd smoked a quarter bag of weed and was currently 
floating in a Jel-O mold. 

The purring stopped and Loren let me go and 

stepped back. 


For a minute there | couldn’t feel my legs; then the 


world closed in around me and my mind went clear. 
“Did you do that for Joe? Before you kiled him, did 
you....” | waved a hand. | hoped so. He wouldn’t have 
felt it, | was sure. 

“Joe isn’t dead.” 

| blinked at him. 

“Taylor, this is why | wanted you to wait. Much of 
what we are is taboo to you, and like most Humans, 
you're not ready to even try to understand.” 

“Joe?” 

Loren touched the side of my head and swept his 
thumb over my cheek. It felt too intimate, and my first 
instinct was to pul away, but | was too busy thinking 
about what he said. Joe wasn’t dead. Maybe the blood 
wasn’t his? 

“Aron and Mishka fed him.” Loren steered me 

down the hal. He wasn’t taking me back the way | 
came but deeper inside the house. He stopped at a 
closed door a few yards from the bloody room. 


“Joe’s okay?” 


“He’s alive.” 

“Can we leave now?” 

The look in Loren’s gaze was as loud as any 

verbal no. “It’s not over yet. He’s through the first 
stage, which can be the most difficult and the most 
dangerous part. His Stain has risen, so that means he 
doesn’t have long before the second part hits.” 

“Can | see him?” 

| fuly expected Loren to tel me no, but instead he 
said, “Yes.” 

“Is he in there?” It had to be the reason we were 
standing here. | went forward, and he pushed me back. 
“Wait.” 

“| don’t want to wait.” 

“You need to wait. Your Humanness is going to 

make many things we do vile and incomprehensible to 
you. You’! want to accept them, but they wil make you 
angry and afraid.” He touched my cheek again. It felt 
odd, like he was caressing me but not, and | couldn’t 


deny how nice it felt. So nice | was about to close my 


eyes when he said, “I need you to remain calm. He’! be 
able to smel your anger, and it wil upset him. And it’s 
very important you not be afraid. Fear wil make you 
food.” He used the emphasis again, the one that made a 
particular word vibrate with importance. “Are you 
calm?” 

| nodded. 

“Are you sure?” 

| nodded again. 


Loren stepped back and let me through the door. 


—@®CHAPTER 5 


Chapter 5 


THE room was dark and thick with physical warmth, 
making it difficult to breathe. The smel of sex was 
almost as heavy as the heat. There was another smel 
too, like burnt chocolate and coffee. A smal nightlight 
near the bed let me see the outline of bodies. Yeah, 
bodies. Bodies without clothes. Bodies of people | 
didn’t know. 

Loren touched my arm. “Mishka is a good Male.” 
Male? Not a man but a Male. “And Aron is a strong 
Lesser-Bred.” 

| didn’t care, to be honest. | puled away from 

Loren and stopped in the middle of the room. 

The form closest to the edge of the bed was 

massive, big, wide. The poor light defined the sharp 
contours of his muscles. A strange roling mark traced 
his spine. It wasn’t a Stain, the iridescent blotches I’d 


seen on Lesser-Breds. This thing looked, wel, alive. | 


tried to remember what the ones on Kin were caled 
and came up blank. 

The Male sat up. Every inch of him was gorgeous. 

It didn’t seem right to think that, considering the 
situation, but | would have had to be dead not to. When 
he stood, | noticed he was smooth al over and didn’t 
have a bely button. 

“Are you Tay?” 

“Huh?” | jerked my eyes back up. 

“Are you Tay?” Like Loren’s voice, his didn’t 

sound Human. It was thick with an odd sort of tril that 
made my insides quiver. 

Mishka took a step closer, and | could feel the 

heat rising off his body. | had the oddest compulsion to 
touch him, press my body against his and feel him al 
over. “Taylor,” | said. “My name is Taylor. Tay is what 
Joe cals me.” 

A deep rumble roled in his chest. “He’s been 

asking for you. We kept him warm. He should be okay 


for a while.” He glanced over his shoulder, and the 


person on the other side sat up, stretched, and stood. 
He wasn’t as big or wide, and he looked more Human 
in the way he moved. Both of them walked out, like 
being in here had been an ordinary occurrence. 
There was a lamp on the bedside table, and | 

turned it on. The bulb was so dim it barely surpassed 
the glow of the nightlight. 

Joe made a sound and turned away. “Turn it off. It 
hurts.” He covered his face. | had just enough time to 
register how odd his wrist looked, like it was swolen, 
and that he didn’t have any visible injuries, before | 
flicked it back off. 

| waited for my eyes to adjust and sat down on 

the edge of the bed. | wanted to touch him, but | didn’t 
know if he was hurt, hurting. There had been a lot of 
blood in the tile room, and I'd only looked at him for a 
second when the light was on. | hadn’t seen anything 
obvious, but maybe he had wounds somewhere else? 
Joe touched my hand. “Tay?” 


“Yeah, I’m right here.” 


“Am I in a hospital?” He sounded drunk. At least 

he didn’t sound like he was in pain. 

“No, Joe.” | didn’t know how to tel him where he 

was, so | didn’t elaborate. 

| moved closer, raised my hand, hesitated, then 
decided the hel with it. | touched him. His skin was on 
fire, but he wasn’t sweating or shivering, and | felt no 
torn flesh, no bite marks. Al his limbs were stil 
attached. | caressed his shoulder and then his head. | 
could see him now, faint outlines of his body against the 
dark, traced by the nightlight on the far wal. He moved 
closer and his arms wrapped around my waist. 

| barked out a sob and kissed his temple, smeled 

his hair, rubbed my cheek against his. 

“Don’t cry.” He squeezed me tighter, and | did the 
same to him. We’d been together so long—ten years. | 
knew every square inch of his body, every mole, every 
hair, every scar he’d ever had. That was how | knew 
immediately something about him was different. | ran 


my hand across his back. His skin felt smooth, flawless. 


Unnatural. 

Joe moved like he was trying to sit up. | helped 

him, one arm around his back, the other under his pit, 
which was hairless now. | also noticed he felt heavier. 
My hand brushed his elbow, and | felt the swel of flesh 
there. 

Was it broken? Sprained? 

“Do you hurt anywhere?” 

Joe moved closer to me, crawled into my lap, and 
buried his face in my neck. 

“Joe?” 

“Ammm—"” 

“Do you hurt?” 

“No, I’m just tired.” He nuzzled me, and | felt 
something warm and wet stroke the skin over my 
Adam's apple. “You taste good.” 

| taste good? 

His other hand snaked down between my legs and 
squeezed, not hard but enough to let me know him 


touching me there was no accident. 


“Joe, | don’t think this is the time or the place.” 

If he heard me, he didn’t act like it. He just kept 
squeezing, rubbing. | puled his hand out of my crotch, 
and he whimpered. 

“But you smel so good.” 

Taste and smel. | wiled myself to think about 
something else, anything else. His tongue stroked my 
throat again, and | almost pushed him away. Then | 
reminded myself he was alive and | needed to be 
grateful. | sighed and let him lick me. If it made him 
happy, why should | care? 

“Tay—” My name came out on the back of a 

strange tril. “What happened?” 

| didn’t know how to tel him, so | said, “Don’t 

worry about that right now. Just rest.” 

He pressed his naked body against mine. “I had 
weird dreams.” 

| closed my eyes and stroked his hair. “About 

what?” 


“Kin. At least | think that’s what they were. | 


couldn’t realy see them except for bright colors. | felt 
them. | felt scales and teeth....” He moaned and his 
hand went right between my legs again. “The teeth felt 
good.” 

“Joe.” 
“Make love to me.” 

| almost laughed. “You don’t mean that. You stil 

have a fever.” Not to mention everything else. Joe 
shifted his weight, and I felt his erection push against my 
side. / guess he did mean it. 

“Not here, Joe, not here.” 

“Why not?” He worked the hem of my shirt. His 

touch burned a path up my stomach, tracing my happy 
trail. 

“Because we can’t, and you're too tired.” | 

pushed his hip to rearrange how he was sitting so he’d 
quit rubbing my crotch. Dried crusty trails flaked against 
my fingers. Any guy who had ever gone to sleep after 
sex without cleaning up would have been familiar with 


the feeling. 


| tried not to be angry. | realy did. | knew Joe 

wouldn’t have done it wilingly. They might not have 
forced him, but he wasn’t lucid when they took him 
back here. Yeah, somehow that made it worse. 

Joe sounded off with a high-pitched cry—a very 
inhuman keen—and puled away. “I’m sorry, I’m so 
sorry.” 

| was too shocked to stop him at first, but | 

managed to come to my senses before he got off the 
bed and made a run for it. | puled him to me, crushed 
him against my chest, al the while teling myself it didn’t 
matter, whatever it was happening to him, didn’t matter. 
He was Stil Joe. If it had been a car wreck and he’d 

lost a limb, | would stil love him, and this was no 
different. 

The sound Joe made this time was completely 

Human, a sob; then there were tears. Yeah, | could do 
this, deal with it, get past it. Joe asked, “What’s wrong 
with me?” 


| didn’t know how to answer that question either, 


so | just rocked him and shushed him and kissed the 
side of his head. 

It didn’t take long for Joey to fal back to sleep. 

When he finaly went slack, he felt like lead in my arms. 
| put him on the bed, tugged the blanket up, and froze. 
There were dark places on his back, over his ribs. At 
first | thought they were bruises, but they were 
highlighted with an odd iridescence. And the last time | 
checked, bruises didn’t glow. It was his Stain. | 
swalowed back the lump in my throat and puled the 
blanket up and over him. He didn’t even twitch. Even 
when | kissed him on the cheek. 

Outside in the halway, the light was too bright, the 
grain of the wals busy, and the oriental-style runner 
going down the hal maddening. | felt like my skin was 
crawling. My head was too heavy, and even the idea of 
forming a thought made a drum sound off in my skul. 
“You al right?” It wasn’t Loren this time. | didn’t 
recognize the man—not a man; there was a trickle of 


violet across his right cheek. | stared at it. Would Joe 


be marked like him? 

“Hey.” He slid his hand around my neck, and just 

like Loren, his thumb swept over my jaw. “He’s going 
to be al right. The worst is over.” 

The worst? Did he mean the part where they bled 
him or fucked him? 

| slapped the Lesser-Bred’s hand away. “Don’t 

touch me.” 

He frowned and hooked his thumbs in the belt 

loops on his jeans. They looked like the ones I’d seen 
in the hal, ratty and worn out, ful of holes. 

He said, “Are you hungry? Do you want 

something to drink?” 

Was | hungry? Did | want something to drink? | 

was too tired to get pissed, so | walked back the way | 
came. | didn’t want to leave Joe, and yet at the same 
time, | could hardly look at him, be with him, without 
feeling like | wanted to explode. Besides, he was 
asleep. He wouldn’t know | was there. 


The Lesser-Bred folowed me. | didn’t have to 


look back to know. | could feel him, a line of heat 
pushing at my back. 

“Taylor, right?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Hold on a second.” He touched my arm and | 

whirled around. We were eye to eye. Speaking of eyes, 
his were violet, as in purple. The color was so 
disturbing | almost forgot | was about to yel at him. 

“Do not touch me! Do not ever touch me!” | 

yanked away, stepped back, turned... no, no, no, | 
wasn’t walking away from this. | did not walk away 
from anything, especialy when it came to Joe. 

| think the Lesser-Bred was ready for me to whirl 

on him again, because he stepped back just far enough 
that if I'd swung, | would never have reached my target. 
“So tel me, couldn’t you have at least used a condom 
when you raped him! Or are animals like you 
uneducated about things like disease?” 

Those violet eyes darkened, literaly, from purple 


to almost black. “We can’t carry or catch Human 


diseases, and he was not raped.” 

“He was sick, delusional, out of his mind. You 

may not consider fucking someone when they’re like 
that as rape, but it doesn’t change the fact he didn’t 
know, and therefore it was against his wil! What you 
did was no different than if you’d given him roofies or 
gotten him drunk.” | was so sick of crying by now. | 
just wanted it to stop, but it wouldn't. 

“I know you don’t understand. Most don’t, but 

this isn’t about sex—” 

A brittle laugh shot out of my mouth. “Yeah, right, 
that’s why he’s soaked in cum. It’s not about sex. | 
don’t know what your idea of sex is, but where I’m 
from, you only get those kinds of bodily fluids on you 
one way.” | wanted to hit him—wanted to so bad. | 
almost gave in to the urge. Instead | said, “You're 
nothing but a sick son of a bitch, a monster, wyrm 
fodder.” 

| didn’t even see him move. One minute he was 


there; the next | was on the floor, pinned by the Lesser- 


Bred’s body. His lip roled and his fangs came down. 
Right before my eyes, his front teeth changed, going 
from Human to something that didn’t belong outside of 
a lion’s mouth. 

My entire body shook, head to toe. | felt fear like 

I'd never known before. Shot ful of adrenaline, al | 
could think about was running for my life, but the 
Lesser-Bred had his hands on my wrists, my body 
straddled, and no matter how hard | yanked, | couldn’t 
pul loose of his grip. 

| waited for him to bite, to break a limb, to rip out 

my throat, and even though | didn’t want to watch, | 
couldn’t convince my eyes to shut. 

The Lesser-Bred closed his mouth, and the long 
jagged fangs peeking out from under his lips puled up. 
“If | were the monster you proclaim | am, | would have 
kiled you.” 

“You're just afraid of an Alchemist taking your 

head.” Lesser-Breds didn’t get a trial when they hurt a 


Human; they simply died. 


“Not here. Here in the Zone, your Chetrah rules 
mean nothing. Out here no one wil help you if you 
scream. | could split you open, tear out the softest 
parts, eat you, and no one would even care.” 

| seriously thought | was going to piss myself. He 

let me go and backed up. Then he offered his hand. 
Yeah, like | was going to accept help from him. | got up 
on my own, staggered and leaned against the wal to 
keep from tipping over. 

The Lesser-Bred’s hand dropped back to his 

side. He said, “Joe isn’t Human. He needed what we 
had, our blood, our flesh. The sex is simply a side 
effect. More for Lesser-Breds than even ful-blooded 
Kin. For them it’s what they are. For us, it’s about 
metaphysical-to-physical 

exchange, 

endorphins. 

Without them, our bodies burn up. Joe changed fast. 
I’ve never seen anyone Shift so violently. You’re lucky 


he lived, and you’re even luckier he didn’t kil you 


before you got him here.” He took a few steps toward 
the kitchen and paused. This time, the Lesser-Bred 
didn’t look at me when he spoke. “And another thing— 
hate what | am al you want, but you wil not disrespect 
me. Here | am your dominant, and you are nothing but 
food.” 

He walked away, and | slid back down the wal 


and sat on the floor. 


—@CHAPTER 6 


Chapter 6 


IT WAS a fact: I’d cried more in the past twenty-four 
hours than | had my entire twenty-eight years. Do not 
underestimate exhaustion. | did, and | wound up faling 
asleep sitting on my ass, propped up against the wal. 
To make matters worse, when | woke up, I’d been 
stripped down to my boxers and tucked in a bed. A 
lamp on the bedside table highlighted my surroundings 
in a soft yelow glow. At least the room had some light, 
so | didn’t panic because | couldn’t see. 

The space was smal, conservative, with 

mismatched furniture and a wel-worn bed. It was 
neatly arranged, and | could smel the soap used on the 
sheets. Muffled voices came from the other side of the 
door on the far wal, but | couldn’t make out what was 
being said. | wondered if | should stay there; then | 
wondered what would happen if | did. | sat up, swung 


my legs over the side, and looked for my clothes. | 


didn’t find them, but there was a pair of sweats and a 
shirt folded up and laid over the footboard. 

| realy didn’t want to put them on, but it was 

either wear them or walk around in my boxers. The 
sweats were too big, so | used the string in the waist to 
pul them tight. The gray shirt was almost too smal 
across my shoulders. Both pieces of clothing were worn 
out, faded, obviously hand-me-downs. | couldn’t help 
but feel like they’d been assigned to me, like striped 
pajamas at a prison. 

The cold of the hard wood on my feet made me 

shiver when I crossed the room. | pressed my ear 
against the door, listened. Silence. | knew I’d heard 
voices, and they were close. | turned the knob slowly, 
quietly, peeked out of the crack | made. Four faces 
turned in my direction: the Lesser-Bred who’d 
threatened me; Loren; the other Male, Mishka; and 
another Kin | didn’t know. They stood there staring at 
me like they’d been waiting for me to hurry up and join 


them. 


“Do you feel better?” Loren asked. 

| wasn’t sure how to answer his question. | 

opened the door wider and stepped out. The new Male 
narrowed his silver eyes at me. He wasn’t as tal as 
Loren or as wide and bulky as Mishka, but | couldn’t 
shake the sense of power he radiated. Like Loren’s, his 
gaze was heavy. 

| ran a hand over the top of my head, making a 

bigger mess of my hair than it already was. “Is Joe stil 
Okay?” 

“He’s fine.” Loren said something to the others in 

a language | didn’t understand. It was pretty, inhuman, 
and impossible to mimic. They left, heading back in the 
direction of the big double doors, the ones | wasn’t 
Supposed to go past. Loren looked at me. “The next 
part is going to be the hardest.” 

The hardest? “Wait, | thought Joe got through the 
dangerous part?” 

Loren tipped his chin. “He did.” 


Now | was confused. Loren walked and motioned 


for me to folow. We headed in the direction of the 
double doors. 

He stopped with his hand on the knob. “Pavel 

wants to speak with you. He’s wiling to give you a 
chance, Taylor.” 

“A chance?” 

“To stay with Joe. Not many Dominants would be 

wiling to share their food with Humans.” 

Food? Share? “Wait a second. What the hel are 

you talking about?” 

Loren’s expression softened, and | had the distinct 
feeling he actualy pitied me. Which of course ticked me 
off. | didn’t scream at him—and boy | wanted to 
scream—but the last time | raised my voice | wound up 
on the floor, and that guy was just a Lesser-Bred. 

Loren said, “Joe isn’t going to be Human.” Yeah, 

| got that. Fine. I’d deal. “That means he has to stay 
here, inside the Zone. If he’s going to survive being 
here, he’l have to be kept.” 


There was the strange emphasis again, where the 


word sounded heavy. “And being kept means what, 
exactly?” 

“It means being protected, being marked with 

scent, being claimed.” 

| don’t know. Maybe it was my brain—it had 

been through a lot in a day—but when | tried to 
comprehend what Loren was teling me, every neuron 
felt like it shorted out. | took a step back. “Wait. Just 
wait.” The hand | held up to stop him from saying 
anything else trembled. 

“Maybe you should sit down. We can go in the 
kitchen and I can get you something to drink.” 

| shook my head. “I’m fine.” 

“You're not fine and no one expects you to be. 

This isn’t going to get easier, Taylor, and you need to 
let us try and help you.” Loren motioned toward the 
door, and for whatever reason, | folowed him into the 
kitchen. 

Lore steered me in the direction of a table and 


pushed me into a chair. A mug landed in front of me. | 


drank, not looking at it, expecting coffee, but what hit 
my tongue was warm and sweet. | looked then. It was 
milk. No, milk wasn’t this thick. It was cream. 

Loren sat down at the other end of the table with 

the Lesser-Bred—what was his name? Aron? Or Eric? 
Aron, yeah, Aron. He was on Mishka’s left, and across 
from him was the Male caled Pavel. He glared at me 
again. | brought my cup up and drank so | wouldn’t 
have to meet his gaze, but my eyes seemed to have a 
mind of their own. 

“Would you like more?” That from Aron. 

| shook my head and pushed the cup away. It 

didn’t seem right that he wasn’t pissed at me for the 
things I’d said. In the least, he should have been 
frowning at me. 

With no one moving, no one talking, the silence 
became excruciating. To break it, | said, “Should Joe 
be alone right now?” 

Pavel said, “He’s not.” 


Just like | knew it would, my gaze snapped back 


to him. If I’d thought about it, | might have been scared. 
It wasn’t natural, my body moving like someone else 
owned it. 

Pavel looked exotic compared to Mishka and 

Loren. His skin was dark, his hair darker. There were 
braids tangled in with the mass of hair faling over his 
shoulders. Each one was tipped with bits of copper and 
silver. Now that I noticed, Mishka and Aron had braids 
too. Where the two Kin practicaly had manes, the 
Lesser-Bred’s was cut above his shoulders, especialy 

in the back. 

| swalowed. “If al of you are here, who’s—” 

Pavel cut me off with a name. “Gabriel.” 

| wasn’t sure if that made me feel better or worse. 
“He’s Lesser-Bred. He’s kept by Pavel.” Even 

with Loren talking to me, | couldn’t wil my head to turn 
away from Pavel. 

“Yeah, about being kept. What does it mean, 

exactly?” 


Everything went quiet again. For the first time in 


the last twenty-four hours, | wasn’t thinking of Joe. | 
don’t Know what was cluttering up my thoughts, but it 
felt nice. 

Pavel blinked and turned away, and whatever it 

was holding me vanished. 

Loren’s voice snapped my head forward. “We 

keep what we value. Gabriel feeds Pavel, so that 
makes him worthy.” 

| shook my head and leaned forward. “I hear what 
you're teling me, but | don’t... understand. Are you 
talking about slavery?” 

Loren smiled a little. “You need to abandon al 

your Human concepts for a moment. | know it’s hard to 
do.” 

Try impossible. “Fine.” Going by the look on 

Loren’s face, he didn’t believe me. Then again, | didn’t 
believe me either. 

“Crossbreeding between Humans and Kin is rare. 

The mixing of Human and Kin DNA leads to 


unpredictable results. Half-breeds are usualy more 


animal-like, with not much cognitive ability beyond your 
average dog, and most are sterile. A few, a very rare 
few, aren’t. Those are the ones responsible for Lesser- 
Breds.” He glanced at Aron. “A half-breed’s life span is 
short, thirty to forty years at the most.” That was short 
by Human standards, which meant in the eyes of a 
species that had the potential to live forever, it was a 
blink of an eye. 

“How come I’ve never seen one? | mean, outside 

of those stupid pay-per-view fighting matches.” | let 
some buddies in colege talk me into watching one on 
the big screen at one of the local sports clubs. | think | 
made it five minutes before walking out. 

“Because we kil them.” 

| swalowed. “Why?” 

“They are abominations.” 

| looked at Aron. “You kil half-breeds but keep 
Lesser-Breds?” | made sure to use the emphasis. 

Loren said, “The generations folowing offspring 


between Humans and a half-breed are metaphysicaly 


potent. Having more Human blood, they taste sweeter, 
and they can sustain us.” 

“And that means... what?” 

“We can feed from them and they heal. Some as 

fast as Kin.” 

“Wait....” | messaged my temples and tried to 

ward off the headache trying to build. “If they’re less 
Kin, how can they... do... whatever?” 

“Like | said, the mix between Human DNA and 

Kin is unpredictable, but because we can feed from 
most of them, we keep them. They have value. Males 
coming in from different Dens often need them to feed. 
Without them, there would be fights for dominance. 
Then you have blood addicts who need Human blood 
to keep from Raging. They can’t feed on Humans, but 
since Lesser-Breds heal and their blood is Human, they 
make the perfect substitute. And since al Lesser-Breds 
are food, it means none of them wil fight us, and since 
they aren’t Human, we aren’t breaking any Chetrah 


laws by feeding from them.” 


The massage definitely wasn’t helping. “And this 

has to do with Joey how?” 

Silence. | sat back in my chair and grazed a look 

over al of them except Pavel. | was afraid if | looked at 
him, | wouldn’t be able to turn away. 

Loren said, “Joe is many generations removed 

from Kin.” 

“Okay....” 

“The more Human DNA involved, the more 

unstable, and the more likely there are to be... 
changes.” 

“Changes?” 

Loren didn’t nod, didn’t frown, and | stil hadn’t 

seen him blink. After way too long, he said, “We are by 
nature sex and food. Human taboos, Human 
weaknesses, make accepting those things difficult for 
many who become Lesser-Bred. The more Human a 
Lesser-Bred is, the more unstable they wil be.” 

| felt my heart stutter. “Unstable?” 


“Mentaly, physicaly.” He shrugged. 


“So what are you trying to tel me?” When he 

didn’t speak right away, | slammed a fist into the table. 
“Just say it, okay? Quit staring at me like that and 
fucking tel me what’s going on.” 

“Joe is going to change, at least physicaly, but we 
don’t know how much until it happens.” 

“And by physicaly, you mean what?” 

“Most of the time the changes are minor, but if 

he’s far enough removed from Kin, the Stain on his 
body could rise high enough to actualy physicaly 
manifest. Wherever it breaks through his corporeal 
form, it wil lose al metaphysical properties and become 
flesh. The more changes, the weaker their blood usualy 
is. Too many changes and they are useless.” 
“Useless?” | tried to stand up but my knees 

wouldn’t work. “So that means you kil them?” 

“It’s better that way.” 

Oh Jesus Christ... better. To kil. Just like that. 

“| don’t expect you to understand. You’re Human 


and we aren’t. But what you must understand is the 


need is what makes us dangerous, and it’s also what 

binds us together.” 

| had to get out of there to walk somewhere. Joe, 

| wanted to see Joe. My knees worked then. | shot up 

fast enough to knock my chair back and crack my hip 
against the table. | headed for the doorway, someone 
stopped me, and | was crushed against a bare chest. 

A whirring sound engulfed me again, mind- 


numbing, rhythmic, but this time the purr was lower- 


pitched and there was an odd thumping beat inside it. 


tried to get free, but everything quit working. 

“Calm,” Pavel said. 

Pavel stroked my back from the top of my head 
almost to my ass. He wasn’t much taler than me, not 
like Loren, so my face was pressed against his neck. 
He smeled wonderful. Breathing Pavel in was a high. 
“Now listen.” Like | had a choice. “Joe wil be 
different. Even if, by chance, there are no physical 
changes, he wil never be the same. He wil have to be 


fed and he wil want to feed others. As a Human, you 


wil not be able to meet his needs. Decide now if you 
can deal with that. Otherwise, when | let you go, leave. 
It wil be better for you and better for him.” 

“I love him.” | barely heard my own words, so | 

was a little surprised when Pavel heard me. 

“I understand, which is why I wil alow you to 

stay with him.” 

Alow me. Because here | was nothing but food. 

I'd never felt so helpless and weak in my life as | 

did then. Pavel let me go, and | stepped back. | kept 
my eyes on the floor. If | met his gaze, | was pretty sure 
I'd ask him to keep holding me. | needed someone to 
keep me together because | was losing my mind. Al of 
this was happening so fast, it was surreal. Maybe with 
any luck I’d rol out of bed and wake up from this 
nightmare. 

| staggered out of the kitchen back into the living 
room. | didn’t have my shoes, but I’d left my car keys 
in the Suzuki. It was almost light outside now. How long 


had | slept? How long had | been there? It felt like 


weeks, months, years.... 

Every cel in my body told me to run, leave. Joe 

wasn’t going to be Human, and | didn’t belong with him 
anymore, or belong here. The Gray Zone was for the 
inhuman, those who craved the inhuman, wyrm fodder, 
and Lesser-Bred whores. 

| knew for a fact no one would blame me if | 

walked away. | don’t even think | could blame me. 

| stopped at the front door with one hand on the 

knob and the other digging into the jamb, trying to keep 
me there. | told myself | loved Joey. And | did love him, 
more than anything, more than anyone. But he wasn’t 
going to be Joe anymore. He was going to be one of 
the monsters, a thing that craved flesh, blood, and sex. 
Truth be told, | didn’t think | could live with that. But if 

| left, if | walked out, Joe would have no one, at least 

no one who realy cared about him. He wouldn’t even 
have anyone to cal, because his family had disowned 
him when he came out in colege. No one would miss 


him, no one would worry about him, except me. If | left 


| would grieve for him, but eventualy the worst of the 
pain would fade. If | stayed I’d be reminded every 
second of every day of what we had lost. 

| would have liked to think | was a strong enough 
person to work through this. After al, nothing had made 
me walk away from him so far. 

I’m pretty sure | was seconds from yanking open 

the door and faling down the steps in a mad rush to my 
car when Joey’s agonizing scream made me freeze. | 
turned and looked back in the direction of the double 
doors. A sound like that should have sent me fleeing for 
my life, but on the waves of his guttural cry, his 
agonizing wail, was my name. 

Joey was screaming for me. 

| ran. Faster than I had any other time in my life. 

Only it wasn’t away. | was barreling down the hal to 

the room Joey was in. He was stil screaming, and this 
close, it was so loud | expected for my eardrums to 
burst any minute. | was almost there when my back hit 


the wal. A body pressed against mine, blocking my 


view. There were voices, footsteps. A door opened. 

| was roled over and my arms were yanked to the 

smal of my back. An angry, familiar voice next to my 
ear said, “If you don’t quit trying to kick me, l'I tie your 
feet together next.” 

| was kicking? | guess | was. | guess I’d been 

punching too, because my fists stung and my shoulders 
ached. 

The screaming stopped so quick my ears were left 
ringing. 

“Let me go!” With my face smashed against the 

wal, my words were slurred. 

Aron jacked my arms even higher. My muscles 
protested, but the pain took my mind off Joe fora 
moment. 

Aron said, “There’s nothing you can do for him.” 

“He hurts!” 

“And the Males wil take care of him.” 

Take care of him. Al the ways they would take 


care of him sent another surge of adrenaline down my 


body. Aron pushed me against the wal harder. Now | 
could barely breathe. 

“Don’t make me have to hurt you, Taylor. | wil 

not let you interfere. | wil not let you risk the life of 
those Males, Gabriel, or me, and most of al, Joe.” 

“I would never hurt Joe.” By this time big black 
fireworks were bursting in front of my eyes and my 
lungs were on fire with the effort it took to draw air into 
my chest. 

“You’l hurt him if you interfere.” 

Interfere. Because | was an outsider. | couldn’t 

take care of Joe. | couldn’t give him what he needed. | 
wasn’t like them. | wasn’t inhuman. 

There were other sounds now, thick, heady 

noises. | could hear them above my own ragged 
breathing. The worst part of it was, Joey stil caled out 
to me. As sick as it made me feel, the sound of him 
went right to my dick. 

Aron peeled me off the wal and forced me back 


in the direction of the double doors. 


“Where are we going? 

“Back to the kitchen.” 

“Why?” | meant more than just why were we 

going to the kitchen, | meant why did | even care, why 
did | even want to care, why the hel wasn’t | in my car 
and driving back home to my empty apartment? 

“I’m going to get you drunk.” 

| laughed. | don’t have a clue why. “What for?” 

“It’s the only way I have to knock you out and not 
hurt you.” 

“Yeah?” 

“Yeah.” He pushed open the doors. With my arms 
cranked behind my back, he steered me toward the 
kitchen. 

“And why the hel do | need to be unconscious?” 

Aron didn’t answer. He dropped me into a chair, 

then got out a glass and a bottle of JD from one of the 
cabinets. He poured a generous amount and forced the 
glass into one of my hands. “Drink.” 


“Not til you tel me why.” Why to al my 


questions, why to this insane moment in my life. 
“Three Males and a Lesser-Bred to help him 

become is a lot of fucking glow.” 

| stared at Aron over the rim of my glass. | didn’t 
normaly drink hard liquor, not since my colege days. 
“Glow?” 

“Heat, metaphysical energy. Glow.” 

| took a sip. “And that means what?” 

“It means if you don’t get drunk enough to not 

care, you’l be begging me to fuck you in about half an 
hour.” 


| drained the glass. 


—@CHAPTER 7 


Chapter 7 


THE sensation of someone driving a spike through the 
center of my head forced me awake. | was tucked 

back into bed. | blinked and thumbed the crust of sleep 
out of my eye. | blinked again, but everything was stil 
fuzzy. This time the light from the bedside table was not 
a welcome comfort. On top of that, my mouth tasted 
like I'd been using my tongue to clean the floors of 
multiple public bathrooms. 

| tried to figure out what woke me up and realized 

| wasn’t alone in the room. More blinking. There was a 
Male in the shadows. It was Pavel. 

I’m not sure why, but | felt panicked. | sat up, 

blatantly ignoring the pounding in my head. 

| said, “What’s wrong?” 

For a very long time, he said nothing. Then: “It’s 

done. He wants to see you.” 


Done. He meant Joe, his Shift, whatever. It was 


over. | scrambled to my feet. | was stil wearing the 
sweats and T-shirt, so | didn’t have to stop to dress 
before staggering to the door. 

Pavel gripped my shoulder. | looked at him. His 

eyes were some molten shade of silver. The color was 
so bright they almost glowed. “Are you sure you want 
to do this?” 

| was about to ask him how he could ask me that; 
then | remembered how I'd almost run out. | pushed 
Pavel’s hand off my shoulder and puled open the door. 
He stopped me again, this time without touching me— 
hel, without even saying anything. It was his presence, 
corporeal sensation that forced my head around. 

| said, “What?” 

He stared at me for the longest time, and | 

couldn’t shake the feeling he could see al the way 
through my flesh and right to my soul. No matter how 
much that terrified me, | couldn’t leave until he turned 
his gaze away. 


Aron stood by Joey’s room with another Lesser- 


Bred | didn’t know. He was my height, very lithe, 
wearing worn-out blue jeans and nothing else. Braids 
crowded his unruly auburn hair, and his Stain, gold, 
silver, and bright red, streaked up his chest over his 
shoulder and kissed the side of his face in an explosion 
of iridescent, scale-like shapes. 

“Taylor.” Aron stepped in front of me and jerked 

his head at the other Lesser-Bred. “This is Gabriel.” 

| didn’t say helo. Hel, | didn’t even smile. 

One of Gabriel’s eyebrows went up, and he 

tossed a look at Aron. “You’re Joey’s partner.” He 
offered his hand and | didn’t take it. After a while he let 
it drop back to his hip. 

Gabriel took a step closer, and | congratulated 

myself when | stood my ground. “Aron says they’ve 
explained things to you. And you understand what Joey 
will need from here on out.” My knuckles popped 

when my hands made fists. Gabriel didn’t even flinch. 
“The next few weeks are going to be the most difficult, 


for you and especialy Joe.” My eyes burned. 


Swalowing was painful. “He’s scared, and he’s afraid 
you wil hate him.” 

| looked away and fought the sensation of ice 

forming in my veins. | said, “I take it the changes 
weren't that bad, since you didn’t kil him.” 

The only reply | got was silence. Aron shifted from 
one foot to the other. Gabriel stayed absolutely stil. 
Eventualy | had to bring my gaze back up, realizing 
they weren’t going the verbal route and my shitty mood 
wasn’t getting a rise out of them. 

Gabriel was even closer now. | hadn’t heard him 
move or felt his presence. So close | could see bright 
specks of sky blue among the brown color of his eyes. 
He reached past me and opened the door. “He’s 
waiting.” 

Aron stepped out of my way, robbing me of the 
pleasure of shoving him to the side. | shut the door 
behind me, hoping it would give me some feeling of 
triumph. 


It didn’t. 


The nightlight was stil the only light, and the heavy 
scent of sex had been replaced by the scent of peach 
Shampoo and freshly cleaned sheets. Movement from 
the bed let me know Joe was awake. 

| stopped at the foot of the bed, then again at the 
side. | reached for the light, then remembered how it 
hurt him before. 

“Can | turn it on?” 

He moved again. | wanted to see him. | wanted to 
know how drasticaly he’d changed. If he’d turned into 
some Holywood monster or a thing out of my 
nightmares. | told myself l’d stil love him, and while my 
claim might have been true, by now, after last night, 
after talking to the Males, | knew | was too big of a 
coward to stay. If Joe had turned into something 
hideous, I’d break his heart by running. 

“You can turn it on.” Joe stil sounded like himself 
except for this smal warble when he said “you.” 

| chickened out and didn’t turn the light on. | sat 


down and slid my hand across the sheet. Halfway, his 


hand met mine. 

“They told me.” Joe’s fingers pushed between 

mine. His hands felt the same, maybe stronger or older 
and extremely warm, but stil very Human. 

“They told you what?” 

“What happened, how I’m not Human.” He quit 
stroking the back of my hand with his thumb. Joe 
inhaled and his breath rattled. | felt him shudder with 
silent tears where our bodies connected. My heart 
wrenched and | hated myself. “I understand....” He had 
to say it twice before | heard him. 

“Understand what?” 

“If you don’t want to be with me anymore.” 

| shut my eyes and damned myself to hel. Before | 
could get scared again, | turned on the light. It took 
every ounce of strength | had to force my head to turn. 
Joe was on his side, his hand in mine, his eyes clenched 
shut. Tears made his cheeks shiny, and there were wet 
streaks across his lips. With his face half turned into the 


pilow, most of his features were obscured. 


“Joe?” He flinched. “Look at me, Joe.” 

“They said | changed. What if it’s bad?” 

So he hadn't seen himself yet. For some messed- 

up reason, that made me al the more desperate to get a 
look at him. | moved closer to Joe, put a hand on his 
sheet-covered shoulder, and squeezed. Damn.... | 
pushed back the sheet so | could see his shoulder, 
which was... bigger, muscular. 

“Joe....” | ran a hand down his back, down his 

sides. Gone was the thin, delicate man I’d known. | 
puled the sheet down below his ribs. His Stain glittered 
gold and bronze across his skin, which now had an 
almost ethereal glow, like skin belonging on Kin and not 
a Human, skin rippling with muscles so perfect they 
didn’t look real. | said Joe’s name again. 

His breath shuddered out. “Is it bad?” 

“I think you need to sit up.” Sit up, stand up. | 

pushed the sheet lower. Around his hip, the Stain 
hovering below his flesh got brighter. Here, when | 


touched him, | felt feather-soft scales. My heart shot up 


into my throat when they actualy lifted and settled back 
down with the sound of dead leaves. 

Joe puled his face out of the pilow. When | was 

able to stop staring at the scales on his hip, | looked at 
him. His face was made of the same lovely lines, had 
the same sweet expression, only his dark hair was 
streaked with a rainbow array of bronze, silver, gold. 
Most of it was in his bangs, but there were little bits of 
gold over his ear. | reached out and touched the unruly 
locks. They felt the same. 

His eyes were the most drastic. Gone was the 

dark, liquid gaze | knew so wel, replaced by a swirl 

and ebb of color, more gold, more bronze, flecks of 
orange. Right before my eyes, red joined in the mix, 
then yelow. 

“Jesus Christ.” | didn’t mean to say it out loud. 

Joey yanked away, scrambled off the bed, and bolted 
for the bathroom. He was inside with the door shut 
before | could even get to my feet. Damn, he was fast 


Now. 


| went to the door and jiggled the knob, fuly 

expecting it to be locked, but it wasn’t. | pushed it 
open. 

Joe stood in front of the mirror, sliding his hands 

over his body, touching his ears, his cheeks, his chest. 
He looked down. “No hair.” Al of his body hair 

was gone, including the happy trail that used to run over 
his navel and divide his pecs. 

In here, the light made the changes even more 
dramatic. He was taler by a few inches. Enough that 
when | looked at him, we were almost eye to eye. 

Joe leaned closer to the mirror and pushed his lip 

up. He had sharp white fangs where his canines used to 
be. He swalowed and flexed his jaw, and another set 
slid down from behind his incisors. Joe jerked back so 
hard he almost fel on his ass. | caught him and helped 
him sit on the toilet lid. 

His chest heaved, his eyes widened, and his hands 
shook when he ran them over his head—hands that 


were bigger. He stopped and stared at them; then he 


looked at me like | could fix things. 

I'd been prepared to find him distorted like a 

monster, and here he looked like something exotic that 
fel out of heaven. | stepped closer, touched his 
shoulder, traced the impressive lines drawing the shape 
of.... Jesus, he even had wings. The metaphysical Stain 
was so dark, so briliant, it looked physical. | ran my 
hand over his ribs, down his back. | expected to feel 
ridges, leather, more scales, but there was only an 
endless expanse of smooth skin. Flawless skin. His 
freckles, his moles, his scars, they were al gone. 

| realized Joe was staring at me. His eyes were 

dark again, wide and ful of fear. | told myself his body 
might be different, but it was stil Joey. Stil the man | 
loved. | should have felt guilty for being relieved he 
wasn’t a thing of nightmares, but | couldn’t help it. | 
was. 

“C’mere.” | held out my hand. It was a while 

before he took it. | puled Joey into my arms. 


A sob burst out of his chest. “I’m sorry.” 


“Shhh—” 

“I’m sorry, Tay. I’m so sorry.” 

“What are you sorry for, Joe? This isn’t your 

fault.” No, it was God’s fault, Fate’s fault, the fault of 
the Lesser-Bred who tainted his family line. It was not 
his. The only comfort | had was his changes hadn’t 
distorted him into something | was afraid of. Shame 
choked me again, and | held him tighter. 

He wrapped his arms around me and pressed his 

face against the side of my neck. | ran a hand up and 
down his back. Just touching him was a tactile 
experience that made my skin tingle. 

Next to my ear, Joe said, “I had sex with them.” 

| didn’t flinch. | was proud of myself for that. “l 

know.” 

“| couldn’t help it, | couldn’t stop myself.” 

| kissed the side of his head. Under the smel of 
peaches there was a dark coffee scent and something 
sweet. It almost tasted like chocolate when | inhaled. “l 


know, Joe.” 


“You don’t hate me?” 

“| don’t hate you.” 

The tension knotting the muscles across his back 
smoothed out. | didn’t want to admit it, but he felt 
wonderful in my arms. | told myself it was because he 
survived, but it was a lie. 

Joe said something | missed, or maybe because it 

was barely a whisper, | simply didn’t hear him. “What?” 
He sighed. “I don’t fit any more.” 

| tried to figure out what he meant and couldn't. 

“What are you talking about?” 

He pressed closer and drew his arms to his chest. 

It was how | often held him when he’d had a bad day. 
Covering him with my body. Keeping away al the bad 
things. He slept like this too, cradled against my chest, 
protected. 

Joe said, “Your arms. | don’t fit in them anymore.” 
Hearing him say that, feeling the desperation in his 
tone, the fear, the sorrow, it tore right through me with a 


physical force so powerful | should have bled. 


| kissed him again. “Don’t say that, Joe. You’l 


always fit in my arms, always. | promise.” 


—@MCHAPTER 8 


Chapter 8 


IT ONLY took two days for Joe to go from Human to 
inhuman. To transform from the man | fel in love with to 
someone wrapped in sinewy muscle, taler, and so 
beautiful it almost hurt to look at him. 

I'd never thought of myself as insecure, but out in 

the light, sitting next to him in the kitchen at Haven, | 
had to face the fact | was insecure. Then | found myself 
wondering if that was the reason why | fel in love with 
Joe in the first place. | didn’t want to believe it was, but 
after the last few days, | had to yield to the idea that 
anything was possible. 

| looked at Joe, who stared at the large bowl of 

raw meat sitting in front of him. | was drinking coffee 
and eating oatmeal. 

“Loren says you need to eat.” Even as | said it, | 

felt sorry for him. Raw meat? Even from where | sat it 


looked gross. 


Joe closed his eyes and let his head drop until his 

chin touched his chest. “I want to go home.” 

“And you know you can’t.” | pushed the bowl 

closer to him. The side was wet. | hoped Joe didn’t 
notice me scrubbing my fingers off on my sweatpants. 
Then his eyes came up and I knew he’d seen me do it. 
Or maybe heard me. Or smeled me. 

Joe ate and | stared at my oatmeal. The sound of 

raw meat being chewed, the coppery smel it gave off, 
kiled any hunger | had remaining. | picked up my bowl 
and my cup and took them to the sink. 

“Tay?” He spoke with his mouth ful, and | 

shivered. 

“Yeah?” 

Hearing Joe swalow wasn’t much easier. “What 

are you going to do about work?” 

Yeah, what was | going to do? | thought a 

moment, then said, “I have some vacation time saved 
up. l'I cal in, tel them I’m sick. They’! give me the 


days.” Hel, | hadn’t taken a day off since | became a 


district manager. 

“Then what?” 

Joe was beside me now. He put his empty bowl in 

the sink. It unnerved me how quiet he could move. Just 
like the Males, he seemed to exist beyond the physical. 
| sighed. “l'I commute.” 

Joe’s gaze roled up at me. The dark brown in 

them bled away to silver, then gold. The way the color 
moved like liquid made it hard to look away. “You’l 
commute?” The tone in Joe’s voice confirmed what | 
was afraid of. What I'd said did sound as stupid as it 
felt. 

| slipped my hand around his neck. | was about to 

kiss him on the top of the head like I’d done so many 
times, but he was too tal now. | settled for pecking him 
on the cheek. “l'I think of something. Don’t worry, 
okay? You have enough on your plate as it is.” 

“You two okay?” 

Both of us turned our heads. Gabriel stood in the 


doorway. Joe fidgeted, and his hand went to his face to 


push up glasses he no longer wore or needed. He 
puled on the hem of his shirt instead, then stuffed his 
hand in the pocket of his jeans. Jeans that weren’t his. 
Ratty and worn-out jeans. | wanted him back in his 
chinos and colared shirts. 

Joe puled away from me. His gaze stayed on 

Gabriel when he said, “I’m going back to my room.” 
He al but ran out of the kitchen, head down, cheeks 
flushed. 

Gabriel smiled. 

| said, “What’s so funny?” 

He didn’t look at me until Joe was out of sight. He 
was stil smiling when he turned back around. 
“Nothing.” 

“Yeah, wel, you sure seem pleased with yourself 

that he’s afraid of you.” 

The smile got bigger, which of course made me 
angrier. | thought about folowing Joe out; then | 
worried it would make me look like a coward. | faced 


the sink, turned on the water. | found a bottle of soap in 


the cabinet underneath. | used too much, and it took 
forever to get the dishes rinsed. 

Gabriel said, “Joe isn’t scared.” 

| slapped the spigot and shut the water off. My 
knuckles ached from squeezing the edge of the counter. 
“Taylor.” 

“What?” It came out louder and more frightened 

than | wanted it to. 

“He wants you with him.” 

“I’m not going anywhere. | told him | would....” 

My words trailed off when | turned around. Gabriel 

was stil at the doorway, only now he was leaning 
against the jamb, looking for al the world like a 
centerfold from Men’s magazine. Only his jeans left him 
with any decency, and as thin as they were, it wasn’t 
much decency. 

To make matters worse, he was hard. Then stupid 

me had to stand there staring at him. 

He sighed and crossed his arms. “That’s not what 


| mean.” 


My cheeks burned. Scrubbing my face with my 
hands gave me the strength to look away. Or at least 
quit looking at his crotch. 

Gabriel said, “Joe is beautiful.” 

Now | definitely wasn’t staring at Gabriel’s crotch, 

| was glaring at him. “What did you say?” 

“You heard me. He’s beautiful. You should tel 

him.” 

Gabriel was right. Joe was beautiful, in a bizarre, 
feral-type way. Thinking about it made me feel dirty. | 
pushed away from the sink with the intent of going to 
find Joe. But Gabriel blocked most of the doorway, and 
| didn’t want to get that close to him. 

“Wil you move?” 

One of his eyebrows went up, and he stood 

straighter. Now | could get by without having to touch 
him, but | would stil be very, very close to him. 

| waved a hand. “Al the way out of the door. | 

want to get by.” 


“Are you afraid of me, Taylor?” His smile curled 


even more, and now | could see white points peeking 
out. 

“No.” | wasn’t—it was worse than fear. What | 

felt made my skin prickle, sweat break out across my 
back, and my groin ache. 

Gabriel took a breath, a deep one. His mouth 

opened and his tongue flicked over his lips. “Mmm, 
nope, you’re not afraid.” 

| took a step closer and staled out again. 

“Move... please.” Making “please” sound like a stand- 
in for “asshole” was completely on purpose. 

Gabriel moved, al right. In my direction. | 

stumbled back until my shoulders hit the wal, and his 
hands landed on either side of my head. My first instinct 
was to push him away, but that meant touching him. At 
least | didn’t close my eyes and turn my head. Make no 
mistake, | wanted to. | also wanted to punch the shit 
out of him. 

“Something wrong, Taylor?” 


“Yeah, you!” 


“Realy?” 

“Yeah, realy.” 

He inhaled again, and his Adam’s apple bobbed 

as he swalowed. “Your body says something different. 
What are you thinking? Do you wonder what | would 
taste like if you kissed me? Or what | look like when | 
come? Maybe you’re wondering what it would feel like 
to fuck me or to be fucked?” 

“Get away from me.” | didn’t expect Gabriel to 
comply. When he did, | was almost too shocked to 
move. | got my feet going and was one foot out the 
door when he said my name. 

| should have kept moving, but | stopped. Gabriel 
said, “You know what your problem is? You’re 
disappointed.” 

What the hel was he talking about now? “Yeah? 
About what?” 

“About Joe.” 

| turned, and he was leaning against the wal now, 


same languid pose, looking like sex poured into ratty 


Levi's. “What the hel are you talking about?” 

“That he lived and he didn’t turn into some grisly 
conglomeration of deformities. That Pavel is going to 
keep him.” Gabriel’s eyes darkened. “And how 
beautiful Joe is.” 

“What are you trying to say, Gabriel? That | 

wanted Joey to die?” 

He shrugged. It didn’t seem right for such a simple 
movement to look so graceful. “It would be easier, 
wouldn't it?” 

“What would be easier?” 

“Mourning him. Now you’re going to try and stay 
with him. Try and make it work. And it won’t.” 
Gabriel’s tone went arctic. “Your Human taboos, your 
Human morals, they’! keep you from ever accepting 
him and what he’s become.” 

| curled my hands into fists, trying to control the 
trembling in my arms. There was no hiding it from 
Gabriel. Based on his expression, he not only saw it, he 


enjoyed it. 


“I love Joe. No matter what... no matter....” The 

words got jammed in my throat. Not that it mattered; 
Gabriel wasn’t buying it. Then again, | wasn’t buying it. 
“No, you loved the old Joe, the Human Joe. As a 
Lesser-Bred, he frightens you. You don’t love him 
anymore, and he knows it.” Gabriel pushed himself off 
the wal and hooked his thumbs in his belt loops. “Don’t 
worry; in time, he’l forget about you. See, right now he 
needs me, but eventualy he’l want me.” 

| did walk away then. Propeled by anger, fueled 

by guilt, | took off in the direction of Joe’s room. | 
passed Loren and Mishka. If they noticed me, they 
didn’t act like it. Or maybe they were used to seeing 
people being pissed off around here. 

| stopped at Joe’s room, raised a fist to knock, 

then decided the hel with it and went in. 

My eyes went to the bathroom. There was a light 

on. The door was puled closed, and the whisper of 
water against tiles echoed from inside. | did knock this 


time. 


“Joe?” 

He made a sound, then said, “W-w-what?” The 

distinct chatter of teeth folowed his words. 

| shoved the door open. Instead of warmth from 
steam, the dampness in the air was cold. | jerked open 
the curtain. Joe stood hunched over, shivering so hard 
his muscles danced, his hair made flat by the water. 
“What the hel?” | didn’t ask for permission, | 

turned off the water. Joe scrambled to turn it back on. | 
grabbed his shoulders and gave him a shake. “What do 
you think you’re doing?” 

He shook his head and closed his eyes. 

| put a hand under his chin and forced his face up. 
“Please, Joe, don’t shut me out.” 

“You hate Gabriel.” 

| blinked and replayed what he said in my head. 
“What?” 

He barked a sob. “You hate him because of what 

he is. You’re afraid of him!” 


I'd expected him to say a lot of things, but not 


that. “Okay, yeah, | don’t like him. What’s that got to 
do with you?” His eyes opened, and | knew. Joe didn’t 
need to say a word. Gabriel was Lesser-Bred and he 
was Lesser-Bred. “God... Joe.” | puled him to me. 

The frigid water soaked through the thin T-shirt | was 
wearing, and | shivered. 

At first Joe was rigid in my arms, but when | didn’t 

let go, he held me back and pushed his face against my 
neck. His entire body trembled. | puled Joey out of the 
tub, grabbed a towel, and wrapped it around him. 

“I love you, Joe. Never doubt that.” 

He puled the towel tighter across his shoulders, 

and | guided him back out into the bedroom. 

“Tay.” 

“Yeah?” He stopped moving, so I did too. 

“Do you think I’m beautiful? | mean now, | know 

you liked me before. But now, what do you think of me 
now?” 

| didn’t think it was coincidence he used the same 


adjective Gabriel had. In fact, | was wiling to bet the 


Lesser-Bred was the one to plant the question in Joe’s 
head to begin with. And yeah, | admit it: | was bound 
and determined to prove | stil thought he was 
handsome, and he was stil the man I'd falen in love 
with, and him becoming Lesser-Bred hadn’t changed 
anything. 

| did think he was stil handsome. Different- 

looking, sure, but handsome nonetheless. “Joe, you’re 
very good-looking.” 

“Even if | don’t look the same?” 

“You stil look the same.” He made a face. “Okay, 
you're taler, and there’s more of you, but you do stil 
look the same. The most important part is what’s on the 
inside is stil the same.” 

He took a step closer, close enough the heat of his 
body bilowed out with the unnatural heaviness | was 
beginning to associate with Kin and Lesser-Breds. Joe 
stil shivered, but it wasn’t as bad now. “But am | 
beautiful” 


| wanted to remind Joey he was the one who 


hated to be categorized as anything that put him in the 
realm of feminine, because in spite of his slight form, 
pretty eyes, and soft skin, he wasn’t. Now that he was 
taler, sporting muscles so firm and perfect he could 
have passed for a high-end model, he definitely didn’t 
look feminine. | had a distinct feeling the way he used 
the word was the same way Loren used the term 
feeding. 

Joey pressed his body against mine, and he tipped 

his chin up and caught my mouth. God, his lips were 
soft and incredibly warm. He slid his tongue into my 
mouth. The towel he wore whispered a landing at his 
feet, and he cupped my face before sliding his grip the 
back of my head, puling me so tight against him my 
mouth ached with the promise of a bruise. 

| gasped for air, and Joe drank it faster than | 

could pul it into my lungs. One hand slid down my 
chest, yanked at my shirt, then dropped lower to work 
on the tie of the sweats | wore. Joey roled his hips 


forward, and | could feel his cock press against my 


groin. 

“Joe—” He swalowed his name from my mouth. 

“Joe, wait—” 

He jerked on the tie holding up the sweats, and a 
ripping noise folowed. 

| pushed him, trying to put a little space between 

us. “Joe... Joey... wait!” 

“I don’t want to wait.” His fingers dug into my 

hair, the other the hem of my pants. “Make love to me, 
Tay. | want you. | need you. Please—” 

When Joe tried to kiss me again, | turned my 

head. 

After a moment, he released my hair and he let go 

of the hold he had on my clothes. “Don’t you want me 
anymore?” 

| nodded my head. “Of course | do, but | can’t 

yet... not right now, not....” | should never have met 
his gaze. Joey always had an expressive face, and not 
just during sex. He wore just about every thought in his 


eyes. | often wondered if it was why people found it so 


easy to hurt him when we were younger, and stil 
exploited him now. And while | was used to him 
wearing his thoughts, | was not ready for the pain—no, 
the agony—he showed me right then. 

| reached for him, and he moved away. “I’m—” 
“Leave.” He took another step back. | made a 

grab for his hand, but he moved faster now, and | was 
left gripping air. “Leave, Tay, just—” 

“Joey, we need to talk about this. C’mon, you 

know | love you, you know—” 

He waved a hand at the door. “Get the fuck out 

now!” 

| think it was the first time Joey had ever screamed 

at me. | know it was the first time he ever looked at me 
with such seething anger. If | hadn’t known him better, | 
would have thought it was seething hate. To top it al 
off, his canines were long enough to pinch his bottom 
lip. It was no surprise when I puled away. 

The bones in my legs felt like liquid as | backed 


toward the door. Joey stared at me, his dark eyes 


blistering hot with flashes of orange, red, and bronze. | 
didn’t take my gaze off him while | fumbled for the 
doorknob. | got it open and squeezed out of the crack | 
made, then yanked it shut. 

My hands stayed locked on the knob. | stood 

there for a while, trying to figure out what happened. | 
might have stood there longer if another line of warmth 
at my back didn’t make me turn around. 

Gabriel. | stepped away from him, and he reached 

for the door. Maybe | was suicidal or just heading 
down the curvy one-way street caled insanity, but | 
stopped him with a hand on his wrist. “What do you 
think you’re doing?” 

He curled his lips. Gabriel’s teeth were sharp too. 

“He needs. You don’t want him, so l'I tend to him.” 

My grip tightened. “Stay away from him.” 

One of Gabriel’s eyebrows went up. “He kicked 

you out.” 

“He’s upset right now. He didn’t kick me out.” 


““Get the fuck out’ sounds like getting kicked out 


to me.” 

| wanted to wipe the cocky smile off his mouth so 

bad | could practicaly feel my fist connecting with his 
face. Gabriel turned the doorknob, and | shoved his 
hand clear. “I said stay away from him.” 

The grin he gave me next was far worse than the 
smile. “You can’t keep me from Joe forever.” 

| did hit him then, one solid punch right in the 

mouth. Unlike Loren, Gabriel did feel it and stumbled 
back. | fuly expected him to throw me on the floor like 
Aron had, but he didn’t. 

Instead of getting angry. Instead, his eyes lit up al 
bright and shiny like he’d found a brand-new game to 
play. 

Gabriel wiped his bleeding lip on the back of his 
hand, then licked it clean. The damage I|’d made was 
already healed. He said, “Taylor, the only person you 
hurt by doing this is Joe.” 

| glanced at the door. 


“He needs, and your pathetic Human mind can’t 


understand what that’s like.” 

“I thought need meant feeding.” 

“Need. Feeding.” Again with the emphasis. 

Whatever. | didn’t care, and | sure as hel wasn’t in the 
mood for a pronunciation lesson. “Feeding isn’t always 
about flesh and blood.” 

“So you're saying it’s about sex?” 

“Food is sex.” He took a step toward the door, 

and | moved in front of it. 

“You're not going in there.” 

The grin was back on Gabriel’s face, sharper than 
ever. “I won't have to.” | glared at him, and he laughed. 
“You stil don’t get it, do you? He needs, Taylor, which 
means he’! seek out the ones wiling to give him what 


he needs to live. And apparently that’s not you.” 


—@®CHAPTER 9 


Chapter 9 


| DIDN’T have a clue as to what | was doing. Al | 

knew was | couldn’t let Gabriel go to Joe, so | did the 
only thing | felt | could: | went back inside the room. 
There was a simple wooden chair near the dresser 
next to the door, so | grabbed it and wedged it under 
the knob. Seeing as there were no locks on the door, it 
was the best | could do. | doubted it would actualy 
stop Gabriel if he wanted in here. At least it made me 
feel like | was accomplishing something, however 
meager and pathetic it realy was. 

Joe said, “I told you to leave.” 

| turned around. Joe sat on the bed. His legs were 
drawn up, and he had his cheek pressed against his 
knees. l’d expected him to be closer because | could 
feel the heat of his body even ten feet away. The scary 
part was it was getting thicker by the second. 


“Joe, please. Can’t we—” 


“Don’t, Taylor.” Not Tay but Taylor. My chest 

clenched. “Just go, okay? Go back to the apartment, go 
back to your job, go back to your... life.” 

| didn’t want to go back to the apartment or my 

job, and my life was with him. If anything, | wanted to 
turn back time and erase this event completely. God, | 
would have sold my soul to change what had happened. 
Joe sighed. “It’s okay.” 

“What’s okay?” 

“They told me this would happen.” 

| cleared the space between the door and the bed. 

| put my knee on the edge. “Who told you what would 
happen?” 

Joey brought his head up, and the irises of his eyes 
were black. His Adam’s apple bobbed. “Gabriel 
Said....” 

| curled my hands into fists so fast my knuckles 
cracked. 

Joe’s eyes widened. “Nothing, never mind.” 


“What did he say? | want to hear it.” Joey moved 


like he was going to slide off the bed, and | grabbed his 
arm and yanked him closer to me. “Tel me. What did 
that son of a bitch tel you?” | wasn’t realy angry with 
Joe. | was angry at Gabriel, and even though it wasn’t 
right for me to take it out on him, | couldn’t stop myself. 
The heat he cranked out made it difficult for me to 
think. The thickness of it practicaly clogged the neurons 
in my brain. | was vaguely aware | was hard and 
completely aware of this insane and sudden need to 
mark my territory. Joe was mine, not theirs. | loved him, 
they didn’t. | kept him safe; they were just taking 
advantage of him, using him. 

Joey’s head cracked against the headboard when 

| shoved him back. Whatever he was going to tel me 
was smothered by my mouth on his. | swept my tongue 
over his teeth, drawing a moan out of his mouth. When 
| puled away, | bit his lip. His hands came up to move 
around me, and | caught his wrists and pinned them 
above his head. 


“| love you. Don’t ever doubt that. Don’t ever quit 


believing that.” | didn’t realy expect him to understand 
me. My words were muffled against his flesh, lost to the 
licks and kisses | planted on the column of his neck. Joe 
ached under me and opened his legs, begging with his 
body for what he couldn’t seem to put into words. 

One hand stil on his wrists, | used the other to 

yank down my sweats. It didn’t take much. With the 
string broken, they practicaly jumped to my ankles on 
their own. My shirt was next. | had to use both hands to 
get it off. Freed, Joe slid a hand up my chest, over my 
shoulders. | crawled the rest of the way on the bed and 
puled him to the middle of the mattress. Once | had him 
under me, | attacked his mouth again. | tasted blood 
and felt a sting in my bottom lip. A deep growl erupted 
from Joe’s chest. | should have been scared of the 
sound, but for some reason it had just the opposite 
effect. 

“Taaaay—” My name folowed a high-pitched 

whirr, replacing the dangerous sounds Joe made. “I 


neeeed....” His fingers dug into my arms, and my 


muscles screamed in protest. The strength in his hands 
made it very clear he’d let me pin him down. For some 
reason, the knowledge made me angry al over again. 
He’d let me, like | was somehow less than him now. 
Less than Gabriel. 

| wrapped a hand around Joe’s cock. Three 

strokes and his body stiffened, his eyes roled up, and 
those long, dangerous teeth came down. Wet heat 
spiled over my fist, solashed my stomach, and God, he 
was stil hard. 

“Fuck me.” It wasn’t like him to use the F-word. 

For Joe, it was “make love.” The time or two he'd ever 
talked raunchy was when I'd asked. “Tay! Please, 
please, please!” He puled his legs up, wrapping them 
around my ribs. Joe buried his hands in my hair and 
dragged my head back down. 

“Slick—” | puled away so | could talk as wel as 
breathe. “I need something slick.” | didn’t even know 
where to begin to look. 


Joe shook his head and snarled—realy snarled. 


“No, now... do it now!” 

“PI hurt you.” 

“You won't... you can’t.” 

Can’t. Goddamn him, goddamn me. “You stil 

bleed, Joe!” 

“And I’m teling you, you won’t hurt me. Please, 

Tay, please!” The only reason he didn’t impale himself 
on my cock when he grabbed my hips was because my 
body was so slick with sweat that when he yanked me 
forward, he lost his hold. 

“Wait, Joey, goddamn it, we need a condom!” | 
wouldn’t have worried, because we’d been going 
bareback for years, if Joe hadn’t been with three 
strange men—Lesser-Breds. Aron said they weren’t 
susceptible to Human ilnesses. At this point, | could 
only hope he wasn’t lying or just plain wrong. | dragged 
a hand through the cum pooling on Joe’s stomach and 
used it to slick up his hole. The heat in the room soared 
when I penetrated his opening. Moving my fingers in 


and out just fueled the flames. 


I'd never felt anything like it. The heat burned like 
desert air. It should have been painful—hel, it should 
have at least been uncomfortable. Instead it was like 
some supercharged aphrodisiac. It took everything for 
me not to lose myself. As it was | humped the air, 
wanting friction and knowing if | got it I'd come 
immediately. 

“Tay—" 

“Not yet, Joe.” He was stil too tight around my 
fingers. Joe screamed. It was an angry, feral sound. | 
honestly felt like l’d become a part of some great 
cosmic joke or a realy bad Viagra commercial. Who 
the hel writhes in agony because they can’t get laid? | 
might have even laughed, but Joe sank his hands into 
the mattress and | heard the distinct sound of fabric 
ripping and thought how it could have been my flesh. 
The reality of the moment sobered me. Real quick. 
Joe opened his eyes and they were solid gold. 
Beautiful and terrifying. Gone was the meek lover | 


knew so wel. He’d been replaced by something carnal, 


something hungry to be fucked. Only a smal part of me 
was sorry. | should have been ashamed, but | wasn’t. 
The knowledge that you’re needed that badly, that 
someone craves your body, your touch to the point of 
pain? | thought | felt powerful before when | had Joe 
under me, but it was nothing like what | felt now. Even 
though | knew he could break me in half, | had 
complete control of him. 

Because he needed me. 

Joey wasn’t going to loosen up no matter how 

much | worked his ass, and | was pretty sure he’d 
already come again. It would seem like something like 
that should be impossible to miss, but going by the 
amount of ejaculate pooling on his skin, | must have. 

| puled out my fingers and grabbed my cock. | 

didn’t want to hurt Joe. The semen would keep this 
from being dry penetration, but Astroglide it wasn’t. Joe 
keened high and loud, and the heat he churned out 
sucked every bit of breathable air from the room. 


Like something real, something | could touch, it 


roled through me, and | felt a presence deep inside my 
body move, react. | probably would have run 
screaming if | hadn’t been so goddamned horny at this 
point. And when | did come, | was pretty sure the end 
of my cock was going to pop off. 

| guess | could add “bad porno” to my list of 

personal comedies. 

| gritted my teeth and pushed in. Fuck me, | 

thought he’d been tight on my fingers. If | didn’t wind 
up with friction burn, it would be a miracle. 

The strange heat Joey threw out changed. | can’t 
explain it, but suddenly it didn’t feel hot anymore. It felt 
like thread, gossamer strings, or maybe spiderwebs. It 
coated my skin, sank into my muscles, and wrapped 
around my bones. I think it might have been even 
deeper, but to admit that would mean | had to admit 
there was such a thing as God and souls. 

| roled my hips forward, and the movement drew 

a grunt from Joe. He moved his legs higher, and | sat 


back and put them on my shoulders. | stil didn’t want 


to hurt him, but | was powerless to stop my hips from 
thrusting with every bit of strength | had. My waiting 
orgasm fled, and | pumped in desperation to recapture 
it. | ached head to toe, inside and out, and the only thing 
| cared about at the moment was fucking him. 

The burn of friction never happened. It was like 

every molecule in my body had entered a different type 
of space where resistance didn’t occur, where air 
wasn’t needed to maintain viability, where heat didn’t 
burn. It just filed you up and puled invisible parts of 
your body out. 

Sweat ran down my back, feeling like ice against 

my searing skin. 

“More! Tay, more... please, more....” He came a 

third time and | couldn’t seem to get to climax once. 

My back hurt, my arms screamed, my dick felt like a 
match head. 

Lit. 

I'd never thought it possible that someone could 


fuck themselves to death, but | was seriously 


reexamining the hypothesis. 

| screamed. It was part pain and al pleasure when 

the wave of heat, the eerie spiderweb sensation, broke 
free, and | came so hard my heart felt like it was going 


to rip out of my chest. 


—@MCHAPTER 10 


Chapter 10 


THE apartment was a shithole. 

Apartment—I wasn’t even convinced that was 

what you'd cal the place where Pavel lived. An old 
abandoned factory of some sort made into economy 
lofts, then later overrun by the inhuman as the 
boundaries of the Gray Zone leaked another few blocks 
farther from the Dens. Even when this area had stil 
been a part of the city, the place couldn’t have been 
more than two steps from a cliff caled condemned. 
Now it was lying in pieces at the bottom of the canyon. 
With vultures circling. 

Granted, when Loren told me Joe was safe 

enough to leave and go to Pavel’s apartment, | knew 
the place wasn’t going to be Centennial Place, but Jesus 
Christ, | at least expected it to be livable. Crumbling 
brick wals, busted windows covered in boards, pieces 


of the wal missing and exposing old units to the 


elements. There was no way this was livable by 
anyone’s standards. 

Joey remained silent in the passenger seat. His 

eyes were round, wide, and his face was pale. He 
didn’t move. Hel, he hardly breathed. Pavel and 
Gabriel got out of the cab in front of us. When it puled 
away, they walked to the set of steel doors and looked 
at us. Waiting. 

| said, “l'I find us somewhere else to live.” 

Joe looked at me. “I don’t think | have a choice.” 
“There have to be better apartments than this, 

even here, inside the Zone.” Safer than this too, ‘cause 
this place was so low on the livable scale | didn’t even 
see any rats. 

“Loren said—” 

“| don’t give a fuck what Loren said. We are not 

living here. You are not living here!” 

Right before my eyes, Joey seemed to shrink 

away. I’d yeled at him. Correction, I’d screamed at 


him, and I’d never done that before, never. 


Frustration eased out of my chest in an exhale. 

“I’m sorry.... It's not you, it’s just....” | went back to 
staring at the building, then the two inhumans stil waiting 
by a set of big metal doors. 

Joe said, “We should probably get out.” 

| didn’t want to get out. Getting out meant going in 
there, and looking at the outside of this place did not 
make me interested in seeing what horrors lay beyond 
its dilapidated shel. What | wanted to do was drive 
away. Take Joe home. Then my subconscious cruely 
reminded me how from now on, this was home for Joe. 
| popped the door handle. Joe folowed my lead, 

and we joined Pavel and Gabriel. 

Both of them stared at me for the longest time, the 
Male with his expression impassive and Gabriel with a 
fucking smirk plastered to his face. 

Pavel opened the door, and we al folowed him 

inside. 

The building was only three stories, but it might as 


wel have been thirty. The stairs leading up to the 


apartment were nothing more than a metalic skeleton 
held to the side of the wal with al of three bolts and 
maybe some leftover chewing gum. 

Every step created a rattle or creak, and bits of 

rust flaked off when | touched the railing. | fuly 
expected to plunge to my death halfway up. 

Pavel stopped at the fourth door up—the only one 

with hinges stil attached to the frame—and went inside. 
Gabriel stepped back out of the way in a clear invitation 
for us to go ahead of him. Maybe he thought | was 
going to grab Joe and try to make a run for it. Honestly, 
if | thought | had a chance, | would have. 

At least the inside wasn’t any worse. | can’t say it 

was better. The hardwood floor had turned black with 
age and water damage. Windows on the far wal were 
nothing but plywood over gaping holes except for one 
that stil had glass in it. 

Only because it hadn’t falen out yet. Cracks 
spiderwebbed across the cloudy surface. 


There were equaly as many fractures in the wals. 


Lighter spots on aging paint marked someone’s poor 
attempt to repair the damage. It was about as effective 
as putting a Band-Aid over a severed artery. 

There was no TV in the place, and only sparse 
furniture. None of it matched. And al of it looked like it 
had been dug out of the dumpster. The likelihood of 
that scenario did not sit wel with me. No teling what 
kind of parasites lived on the stuff. 

At least the apartment didn’t smel as bad as it 

looked. Instead of mold, mildew, and something dead, 
it reeked of burnt chocolate and exotic coffee. 

Pavel went into the kitchen. The sounds of cans 

being shuffled around and a fridge opening drifted from 
around the corner. | don’t know how he could be 
hungry again. We’d eaten before we left. 

| noticed Joe looking in the direction of the kitchen 
noises. He rubbed his stomach. 

| asked, “You hungry?” 

He brought his gaze back around. “No, I’m just 


tired. I’d realy like to lie down.” 


There were two doors on each side of the open 

living area. | looked back at Gabriel. He’d assumed his 
favorite position: shoulder against the wal, right leg over 
the left, toe to the floor, heel in the air. 

| said, “Which one’s Joe’s room? He wants to lie 
down.” 

One side of Gabriel’s mouth twitched. “Door on 

the right.” When Joe and | headed in that direction, 
Gabriel added, “Same as mine.” 

| stopped. “Excuse me?” 

“It’s our nature to share a sleeping space.” 

“Yeah, wel, pardon me for it not being my 

nature.” 

He nodded at the other door. “That’s why your 

room is over there.” 

| puled Joe in the other direction, and Joe 

surprised me by puling back. When | looked at him, his 
eyes were on Gabriel. “Joe?” 

He dropped his chin to his chest and his shoulders 


fel. “I can’t.” 


“Can’t or won't?” When Joe didn’t answer me, | 

touched his arm. “Joe?” 

“I can’t. I’m not safe. | need to feed.” 

If | thought the look on Gabriel’s face was smug 
before.... He pushed off the wal and took a few steps 
closer. “Yeah, Chetrah, Joe needs to feed. Better run 
along and hide under the blankets.” 

| stepped closer to Joe. He didn’t resist when | 

puled him to me. But he didn’t look at me. His 
shoulders remained slumped, his gaze glued to the floor. 
| put my hand under his chin and forced his head up. He 
shut his eyes. “Look at me.” His mouth twisted up. 
“Please, please look at me.” Slowly but surely, Joe’s 
eyelids came open. The color in them was as vibrant as 
the fear of rejection and the pain I’d already caused 
him. I’d created those feelings because | was Human. 
Guilt squeezed my chest, making it difficult to breathe. | 
was supposed to love Joey, protect him. 

| said, “I want to come with you.” 


For a second his eyes widened and | saw hope; 


then he tried to pul away. “No, you don’t.” 

When I wouldn't let go, Joe stopped struggling. 

He could have made me. The fact that he didn’t let me 
know just how bad he wanted me there. Lesser-Bred 
or not, some smal part of Joe was afraid of Gabriel and 
Pavel. Probably not in the way I was, but it was fear al 
the same. 

| said, “Yeah, | do. Let me.” 

Joe swalowed and his throat clicked. He opened 

his mouth to answer, and Gabriel cut him off. “No.” 

A tremor ran down Joe’s body. His eyes went 

from the Lesser-Bred back to me. “Gabriel says—” 

“I heard him. I’m standing right here. And you 

know what, | don’t give a flying fuck about what he 
wants. What do you want, Joe? That’s al that matters 
to me. What do you want?” 

Heat preceded Gabriel as he took another step 
forward. “I said no, Taylor.” The fact the Lesser-Bred 
used my name made me look at him. The usual smug 


look was gone off his face, replaced by something that 


made his features harsher and his eyes dark. If | had to 
give ita name, | would have labeled it as concern. But | 
knew that couldn’t be right. 

| glared and wrapped an arm around Joe’s 

Shoulders. “I didn’t ask you.” 

“And | don’t care.” 

“You can’t tel me what to do.” 

Gabriel’s nostrils flared, and a red flush bloomed 

on his cheeks. “No, | can’t. It’s not my place. But Joe 

is my responsibility, and | can tel him what to do.” 

| opened my mouth to fire off a few choice words. 

Pavel stepped out of the kitchen between us with a half- 
eaten turkey carcass in one of his massive hands. “Let 
Taylor stay.” 

Gabriel whipped his head around like he’d been 

sucker punched. “What?” 

“You heard me. If he wants to be there, let him.” 
“Pavel, you can’t be serious.” 

A deep growl roled out of the Male’s chest. 


Gabriel’s eyes widened, and he dropped to his 


knees. To see him crushed with just a look made my 
heart soar. 

“Do not forget your place, Gabriel. | am stil your 
dominant.” 

I’m pretty sure Gabriel tried to nod, but his 

shoulders and face were pressed so close to the floor it 
was hard to tel. He reached out, touching Pavel’s bare 
feet. His fingers made smal petting motions over his 
ankles. The Male watched him for a moment before 
turning toward me. Joey hid his face in my neck. Funny, 
| didn’t have the urge to hide, but I did want to go to 
Pavel. Touch him. 

Pavel jerked his head toward the bedroom. “Go, 

take him in. We’l join you in a moment. Joe wil feed, 
and then if you want, he wil sleep in your room. With 
you. Alone.” 

| moved Joe in the direction of the bedroom. Any 
confidence I'd felt about the smal victory over Gabriel 
melted when | shut the door. It wasn’t the room, not 


that it was anything to write home about: a mattress on 


the floor, blankets tossed down on the end. Busted 
windows with more boards and dingy wals with peeling 
paint. No, it was being in here and knowing any 
moment another Lesser-Bred and a Male would join 
us. They would feed Joe, and | would watch. God, 
what the hel had | been thinking? 

“Tay?” Joe found my hand. “You don’t have to be 
here.” 

“I want to.” 

His nose wrinkled. “When you lie, you smel like 
dirty socks.” 

Dirty socks? | couldn’t help but wonder what | 
smeled like the rest of the time. If | thought about it 
later, I’d ask. “Okay, | don’t want to stay, but | want 
you to be happy.” 

This time Joe’s nostrils flared and he breathed 
deep. 

| said, “See, I’m not lying.” 

“But you're scared.” 


“Yeah : ” 


“You don’t like Gabriel.” 

“No.” 

“Or Pavel.” 

| nodded. “I don’t. I’m sorry.” 

Joey slid a hand under my shirt and spread it wide 

on my chest. The heat of his skin made my heart stutter. 
He searched my face, then asked, “Do you stil love 
me?” 

| started to tel him of course, but | stopped. Did | 

stil love him? This man in front of me, this Lesser-Bred. 
Teling myself he was the Joe | knew was a lie. He was 

in some ways, but he also wasn’t. He was stronger than 
me now, faster, and more beautiful than anyone I’d ever 
seen. This new Joe, this Lesser-Bred Joe, needed flesh, 
blood, he needed to feed. Being Human, | couldn’t sate 
him. | was insignificant now, maybe even unimportant. 
On the back of al those terrible things were the 
memories of how we used to sit on the hood of my car 
out on one of the side roads, far north of the city, where 


the night was unspoiled by manmade lights. We’d stare 


at the stars and talk. Sometimes we'd make love. | 
remembered how Joe looked at me when | asked him 
to move in with me. How when we were together, his 
eyes tracked my every movement, the want in them so 
palpable sometimes | would put down whatever | was 
doing and go to him. 

Then | thought about the morning in the bathroom. 

It seemed like a decade ago. I'd told him he was it for 
me. 

And I’d meant it. 

| slid a hand up Joe’s cheek. Al | had to do was 

lean forward now to kiss him. | wasn’t sure if I’d ever 
get used to it, but I’d try. “Yeah, Joe. | love you. 
You're mine and I’m yours.” 


Joey took one deep breath and smiled. 


—@MCHAPTER 11 


Chapter 11 


GABRIEL came through the door carrying a pile of 
heavy quilts. They were stained with a mix of green and 
brown. | thought they were dirty until | caught a whiff of 
the laundry detergent. Gabriel dropped the bundle at 
the end of the bed—mattress—and began stripping off 
the sheets. 

“Here.” He held out the bundle to Joe, who took 

it. “Put those somewhere away from the bed.” 

Joe glanced around before choosing a corner. 

| said, “What are you doing?” 

Gabriel’s dark-brown gaze lingered long enough 

for me to feel the anger behind it; then he went to work 
spreading out the quilts. The Lesser-Bred waved a 

hand at Joe to help. He did, after tossing me a worried 
glance. They spread out the blankets, one after the 
other, taking time to tuck the edges under the side of 


the mattress. 


Pavel entered the room but stayed near the wal, 

eyes on the two of them dressing the bed. 

Since Gabriel wasn’t being forthcoming, | directed 

my question at him. “Do you mind filing me in?” 

Pavel said, “We do not have a feeding room. The 

quilts keep the mattress from being stained.” 

It dawned on me what those stains were. Green 

for ichor—Kin—brown for dried blood—Human or 
Lesser-Bred. 

When the last quilt was laid out, Gabriel said, “Are 

you sure about this, Taylor?” The arrogant gleam in his 
eyes told me he knew damn wel | wasn’t. He quirked 
his mouth, flashing white points. “You know, no one 
would blame you if you wanted to leave.” 

Yeah, he'd like that. “I’m staying.” 

He shrugged as if dismissing the argument. He slid 

a hand over his hip to the front of his jeans in a move of 
metaphysical grace that was almost unreal. He rubbed 
his palm over the bulge in the front before sliding back 


up to the button. | jerked my gaze back up to his face. 


He was grinning now. “You can stil go.” 

“No.” 

“You're shy, it’s understandable.” 

“I’m not shy.” 

Gabriel flicked the button of his jeans loose with a 

snap of his fingers. To make a point, | let my eyes fal 
back to the show he was putting on below the waist. 

He glided his tan fingers over the front of his jeans again 
before pinching the zipper and sliding it down. The 
length of him spiled out the front, long, thick, uncut. As 
if his looks weren’t a bad enough kick to my ego. 
Gabriel slid a hand down his half-hard cock. “Like 

what you see?” Again, lying wasn’t an option. At least | 
managed to quit staring at his dick and meet him in the 
eye. He said, “Joey does.” 

| looked. Joe’s mouth was open, and his quick 

breath made his chest go up and down so fast | was 
sure he was about to hyperventilate. He realized | was 
looking at him and shut his eyes. 


| think | Surprised everyone in the room by 


walking up to him. God knows | surprised myself. 
“Joe?” 

“l'm sorry.” 

| shushed him. | hated this for him. Even more, | 
hated how it made me feel. Al the years we’d been 
together, I’d always been there to protect Joe. | 
couldn’t protect him from this. Hel, | didn’t even know 
how to comfort him. The worst part was even if | did 
know how, | wasn’t sure | was brave enough to. 

| Knew Gabriel was watching me, his know-it-al 
expression, along with his goddamned grin, tacked to 
his perfect fucking face. This was a game to the Lesser- 
Bred. Joe was a game. And | hated him for it. 

“I can’t help it.” Joe’s hands trembled, and he 

tangled them up in the hem of his shirt. 

“I know, and that’s okay.” | caught his hands and 

held them. Tears trickled down Joe’s cheeks. “Look at 
me.” 

Joe shook his head. “I can’t.” 


“You can, and you wil.” When he did, | made a 


silent promise to Joe. | would weather this storm like 
every other. | didn’t care what it cost me. Maybe Joey 
scented the change in me, or maybe what | was thinking 
showed in my face. Either way, some of the tension 
leaked from his beautiful body. | kissed him before 
tugging his shirt up and over his head and tossing it to 
the side. 

Joe’s gaze slid to Gabriel, and | put a hand on his 
cheek. “Me, not him.” His eyes snapped back. | ran my 
hands up Joe’s arms to his shoulders. | petted his neck, 
his chest. He felt so different under my hands now, his 
skin smooth, ethereal, flawless. God, he was so perfect. 
| brushed my thumb over his lips, trailed my fingers 
along his cheeks. | worshiped Joe by touch. Part of me 
wondered if he stil saw me the same or if | had become 
the ugly duckling in his eyes. The self-doubt almost 
made me hesitate when | dropped my hands to the 
waistband of his jeans. It was the look in Joe’s eyes 
that empowered me. Adoration. Love. He didn’t look 


at Gabriel or Pavel like that. No, the only one Joe ever 


saw that way was me. 

| could have just popped the button and puled the 
zipper on Joe’s jeans, but it wasn’t good enough. Good 
enough for him. | knelt down in front of Joey, and his 
eyes widened. | held his gaze while | worked his jeans 
open. They pooled around his ankles with only a light 
tug. He wasn’t wearing any boxers, so there was 
nothing to stop me from nuzzling his thigh, his groin. 
With his hair gone, his skin was like silk against my lips. 
His cock jumped and brushed against my cheek. | 
kissed the base, the length, and then the head. | flicked 
out my tongue, catching the smal tear forming at the slit. 
Joe made a strangled sound and tangled his hands up in 
my hair. 

I'd never considered myself an exhibitionist. The 

idea had just never been appealing. For me, being with 
Joe was something private, something precious. | told 
myself it would stil be that way. | would make it that 
way. 


Behind me Gabriel said, “Joe, you shouldn’t wait 


any longer.” 

Joe’s gaze stayed on me. Asking my permission. 
Asking if it was okay. | stood up and stripped bare ina 
rush. Joe took my hand and led me over to the 
mattress. | knelt down beside him and did my best to 
ignore Gabriel when he spread out on the mattress 
beside Joe. 

| glanced at Pavel and wondered if he was going 

to join us. Gabriel must have read what | was thinking 
by the look on my face. He said, “He’l just watch.” 
“Watch?” 

“To make sure nothing happens.” 

The “to you” didn’t have to be said. Gabriel made 

it clear with a smirk. 

To Joe, | asked, “Now what?” 

He almost glanced at Gabriel. | was so proud 

when he managed to stop himself. 

Joe said, “I feed.” His touch wandered up my 

thighs and moved up my ribs. Joe’s eyelids fluttered and 


his nostrils flared. “I love how you smel, Tay. How you 


taste.” He flicked his tongue out from between his lips, 
and | leaned in to kiss him. 

A hand to my chest stopped me. Gabriel’s hand. 

| was surprised to find his expression serious. “We 
need to establish a few rules.” 

“Rules?” | glared. 

“Yeah, rules. Especialy if you don’t want to wind 

up kiled while doing this. First rule, stay away from his 
mouth. He moves faster than you. He can rip out your 
throat before you could blink.” 

| swalowed. “Okay.” 

“Second rule. If you get scared, leave. In the 

height of a feeding, the hunger is almost impossible to 
control, especialy in someone as new as him. And fear 
makes you food.” 

“Is that it?” 

“No. Rule three.” | had a feeling | wasn’t going to 

like rule three. “When Joe is being fed, you wil not 
question anything | do or tel you to do. If the urge 


strikes you to disobey or attempt to stop me, get out. 


Because if you don’t, you wil die.” 

Yeah, | definitely didn’t like rule number three. But 

the somber tone of Gabriel’s usualy mocking voice 
made it impossible for me to argue. 

Gabriel put a hand on Joe’s shoulder. | almost 

knocked it away. Gabriel tugged Joe back and made 
him lie down. Joe’s eyes stayed locked on me. He 
reached out and Gabriel stopped him. 

“Joe, | need you to look at me now.” There was a 

kind of gentleness in Gabriel’s tone | would never have 
imagined possible. 

Joe shook his head. 

Gabriel petted Joe from shoulder to hip in slow, 
exaggerated strokes. A strange glazed expression 
washed over Joe’s face. His eyelids fluttered and his 
body arched. Joe struggled against the grip Gabriel had 
on his wrists, but after a moment he gave up and turned 
in the other Lesser-Bred’s direction. “That’s it. I’m here 
for you. Take from me, Joe.” 


Joey moved closer to Gabriel. | expected Joe to 


bite him. Instead, Joe whispered something in Gabriel’s 
ear. Al | caught was a faint “please” as Joe puled 

back. 

Gabriel’s brows came together; then his gaze 

flicked up. “He wants you to hold him.” 

| started to lie down, but then I realized Gabriel 

hadn’t asked me to or given me permission. | couldn’t 
help but wonder if this was some sort of test. If it was, | 
must have passed, because he nodded. 

| tried to figure out where to put my arm. Around 

Joe’s ribs? Over his stomach? Gabriel caught my wrist 
and said, “Here, over his hip.” 

| slid an arm around Joe’s waist. His skin was on 

fire. My limb caught between their two bodies, and it 
felt like I’d dipped it into the sun. It should have hurt, 
but for some strange reason it just felt realy good. 
Gabriel pressed his body to Joe’s, and | felt his 
erection rub against my hand. | was surprised when 
Gabriel didn’t make some smartass comment, 


especialy when | attempted to move my grip higher or 


lower to avoid it and remain comfortable. There was 
just no way, so | gave up and tried to pretend it wasn’t 
happening. 

Gabriel’s arm came around both of us. He tipped 

his head and dipped his shoulder, giving Joe access to 
the wide expanse of muscle leading to his neck. Joe 
growled, and the sound vibrated through my chest al 
the way to my spine. He scrambled for a hold on 
Gabriel until one hand settled in his hair and the other on 
his arm, his grip so tight his knuckles were bleached 
out. There was no way it couldn’t hurt, and yet Gabriel 
didn’t complain. Joe opened his mouth impossibly wide. 
His jaw cracked, and wicked white fangs flashed as his 
lips peeled back. He didn’t waste any time sinking his 
teeth into Gabriel. The sound of parting flesh and 
desperate swalowing almost drowned out the smal 
barks of pleasure Gabriel made. 

| closed my eyes, not because of the blood 

pooling around Joe’s lips and trickling down Gabriel’s 


chest but because of the expressions on their faces. 


Pure bliss, like both of them were experiencing the best 
sex of their life. Joe was only supposed to look at me 
like that. | wondered if he ever would again or if only 
Gabriel would be able to make him feel that kind of 
pleasure. Instead of feeling angry, | just felt worthless. 
Before | could walow in my self-doubt too much, 

a palpable sensation of heat washed over me. Through 
me. It stirred a reaction in my body that shouldn’t have 
been possible considering the circumstances. | gasped 
when the familiar sense of cobwebs crept over my skin, 
touching me head to toe, wrapping me up in a sensation 
of pleasure so great | was ashamed. 

The muscles in Joe’s body tensed, and a thick 

ripping sound folowed. The smel of burnt chocolate 

and exotic coffees blossomed with the scent of 
ejaculate. Wet heat covered my wrist, dripped down 
my hand. | don’t know why, but | opened my eyes 

back up. Joe arched back. His head hit my shoulder 
and his throat convulsed as he struggled to swalow 


down the mass of flesh and muscle he’d ripped from 


Gabriel. Blood coated both of them in a red wash of 
gore. My gaze landed on the gaping wound on 

Gabriel’s shoulder. Pink flesh was already knitting over 
exposed bone. 

| was so entranced by the sight of his body 

repairing the damage | almost missed what he said to 
me. “Touch him, ease him.” When | didn’t do anything, 
Gabriel grabbed my hand and wrapped it around Joe’s 
cock. Joe barked out a cry and began pumping into the 
tunnel of my fist. The movement of his body forced my 
cock to slide along his ass crack. Pleasant friction made 
tears pool in the corner of my eyes. | needed to come. | 
wanted to come. 

In front of us, Gabriel opened his mouth, flashing 

long teeth, a lot bigger than anything I’d seen so far. His 
normaly dark eyes were liquid pools of gold. He roled 

on his back and fisted his own cock. Glistening in 
crimson and sweat, Gabriel arched against the mattress, 
his perfect muscles rippling along his stomach and chest. 


I'd never seen anything so beautiful, so erotic. His 


expression, his movements, the sounds—it was closer 
to some kind of exotic dance than a guy giving himself a 
hand job. | could have watched him for hours, but 
Gabriel brought himself to climax in mere seconds. Cum 
splashed against his stomach, trickled over his fingers. 
He kept stroking, milking himself, riding out the wave of 
pleasure assaulting his body. 

Just the sight of him was enough to make me lose 

it. | buried a cry into the back of Joey’s neck. Joe’s 

body jerked, and he shot another load against Gabriel’s 
hip. 

It wasn’t until it was over that I realized how hard 

I'd been holding onto Joe. My arms ached; my ribs 
ached. Joe moaned and dropped his head against the 
mattress, breath heaving. | stared at my hand, stil 
wrapped around his cock, covered in ejaculate and 
blood. And the blood was al over me. When | licked 

my lips, | could taste it. God, what was | doing? 

| roled on my back and stared at the cracks in the 


ceiling. 


Next to the wal, Pavel watched, his expression 

blank. Yet | had the oddest feeling he was pleased with 
what he saw. No, no, that wasn’t right. He was pleased 
with me. 

| couldn’t believe it. I’d just jacked Joe off with 

other people in the room while Joe ate flesh and puled 
blood. Now I was covered in Gabriel’s blood and 
semen. | wondered why I wasn’t on my feet and 
heading into the bathroom to scrub it al off. And 
because | wasn’t, what did it mean? 

Joe moved, and his exhale was warm against my 
cheek. “Please look at me.” 

| did. Streaks of red painted his face and matted 

his bangs to his forehead. The vicious teeth were gone, 
his expression was normal, and his eyes, while no 
longer the color | remembered, were stil beautiful. 


He was stil Joe. And | stil loved him. 


—@CHAPTER 12 


Chapter 12 


WHEN | caled the office of Dave Harland, my regional 
manager, he wasn’t in, so | left a message. Of course, it 
was four in the morning. That could have had something 
to do with the fact he wasn’t in to answer the phone 
yet. Like a normal person, he was probably sleeping 
until five. If I'd been back at the apartment, | would 
have been snoozing until six. 

Apparently Kin had no sense of time. Smels of 

food cooking and the musical tone of Pavel’s voice 

from behind the thin wals made it impossible for me to 
Sleep. It wasn’t as if they were that loud; it was more 
like my body became hyperaware every time | got 
close to him. Which wasn’t often, trust me. | did my 
best to avoid him and Gabriel. 

Of course, my inability to sleep might have been 

the fact that the fucking mattress Joe and | slept on was 


about as comfortable as a gravel driveway. | winced 


when my hip let me know just how unhappy it was 
about the position | was in. Joe mumbled something in 
his sleep and pressed himself closer, holding me tighter. 
| decided my hip didn’t hurt as bad as | thought it did. 

| kissed the top of his head and ran my fingers 

through his hair. Watching Joe sleep, feeling him against 
me, was almost enough to make me forget about the 
past six days. Six days. The days of the week no longer 
had names for me, just numbers that marked the start of 
this freak show and numbers that marked the intervals 
at which Joe would have to feed. Today was the lucky 
day, the day Gabriel would have him and I’d be stuck 
on the sidelines like the team mascot. 

Joe huffed against my throat, and | felt his lips 

brush my pulse, folowed by his tongue. In a sleepy 
voice, he said, “Are you mad at me?” 

| looked down at him. “What? Where did that 

come from?” 


He looked up. “I can taste it on you. You’re 


angry.” 


| sighed and scrubbed a hand over my face. “Can 

we just start with good morning first?” 

Joe gave a smal laugh, but it was enough to make 

me smile. He petted me, going from my colarbone to 
my pelvis. He had never touched me like that before, 
and now it seemed to be the only way he knew how to 
touch. An inhuman way. | wanted to hate it, but | 
couldn't. The caress of his fingers, the heat, the strange 
ethereal sensation tickling my skin, felt so right, so 
perfect, almost as if l’d been missing something and 
now found it. 

Joe said my name. 

“What, sweetheart?” | winced and waited for him 

to get mad. When he didn’t, | cracked an eye. He 
smiled. | said, “Sorry.” 

“It’s okay.” 

It never had been before. | decided | wasn’t going 

to complain. | kissed him. “Thanks.” 

“You stil didn’t answer me.” 


“About what?” 


“Are you angry with me?” 

| had to think about my answer, otherwise | might 
smel like dirty socks. “I’m not mad at you, I’m angry 
about everything else.” 

“What do you mean?” 

| started to ask him /sn’t it obvious? l'm sure it 

was, but | don’t think Joe could see the forest for the 
trees. But then, he never could. No matter how big the 
disaster, for him it always boiled down to his personal 
failures, even if he had nothing at al to do with what 
went wrong. 

| said, “I’m angry about what’s happened to you.” 

His gaze slid away, and his face crumpled. “Not 
because it’s your fault, Joe. Because you didn’t deserve 
it. You didn’t deserve to go through this. It isn’t right, 
and now, now there’s everything else. This shithole, 
Gabriel, Pavel.” 

He sighed. “I’m sorry.” 

“I told you it’s not your fault.” 


“But you’re upset.” 


“Not at you. I’m not upset with you. | just, just 

feel like—” God, how did | explain this without sticking 
my foot in my mouth? 

| wound up not having to, because Joe did it for 

me. “You don’t like the idea of me needing Gabriel.” 
“No.” 

“You feel left out.” 

| roled on my back and stared at the water- 

stained ceiling. “Yes. No. | mean....” | huffed. “I feel 
useless. | feel like our life has been hijacked. | feel like 
I’ve gone from being the most important person in your 
life to someone who's forced to watch from a 
distance.” 

I’m not sure if the shocked look on Joe’s face was 
because I’d been able to put what | was feeling into 
words without fumbling or because of what I’d said. 
He put an arm around me and laid his head on my 
shoulder. “You’re stil the most important person.” 


It was my turn to laugh. It was neither soft nor 


happy. 


Joe said, “I’m serious, Tay. You have no idea 

how important you are.” 

| had no idea at the time how much more there 

was to what he said. “Thank you. I’m glad you stil feel 
that way.” 

He was quiet for a few minutes while his touch 
wandered up and down my body, eventualy going 
lower, tracing my thigh, my groin, his fingers dancing 
along my cock. | wiled my body not to react not 
because | didn’t want him but because we were here. 
Then | thought about how we'd always be here, how 
our lives would never be the same again. 

Joe broke the silence. “You’re mad again.” 

“Jeez, is there anything you can’t smel?” | didn’t 
mean it as a joke, but he whispered another laugh. | 
was surprised he wasn’t insulted, and | was almost sad 
about it. The old Joe would have at least pouted. 

Old Joe. New Joe. Fuck. 

| said, “I just want it to be us again. You, me, our 


apartment, our bed.” 


“You'd be surprised at how many Humans live 

with Lesser-Breds and Kin, as Links.” There was 
something almost expectant in his tone. | started to ask 
him what he meant, but he cut me off. “Can | ask you 
something?” 

“Yeah?” 

“If you feel like you’re being left out, how about 

the next time | feed, you be with me?” 

“What are you talking about? I’ve been with you, 

both times.” 

“No, | mean be with me, you know....” 

It dawned on me what he meant. Be with him as in 
have sex, not just be there in body. As if the shock 
wasn’t bad enough, Joe’s hand dipped lower to fondle 
my bals. | made him stop by holding his wrist. “You’re 
serious.” 

He shrugged. “You're already there, and it would 

just feel better. | know we’re naked, but | want to 
touch you more, and | want to feel you inside me. And | 


want to watch.” 


Oh, God, now it realy dawned on me what he 

was suggesting. | sat up and moved to the edge of the 
mattress. | probably would have gotten out of bed 
completely, except my hip was complaining again. “Are 
you teling me you want to have sex with other people?” 
“No.” 

| looked at him. 

“Just Gabriel.” 

Okay, now | was off the mattress. | staggered into 

the bathroom, shut the door, went to lock it. No lock. | 
turned on the shower; then I spun around and stared at 
the toilet. | don’t know why, but unlike the rest of the 
place, it looked almost brand new and had no rust 
stains or cracks. Maybe they had replaced it? 

“Tay?” 

The bathroom door opened, and a breath of cool 

air pushed against the bilowing steam. 

| opened my mouth to say something, then realized 

| didn’t know what the hel to say. 


“Please don’t be angry.” 


“I’m not.” And it wasn’t a lie. | was just.... “How 
can you ask me that?” 

Joe stared at his hands for a moment before 
tucking them under his arms. “I’m sorry, it’s just....” 
“Just what?’ 

“I can’t help it.” 

“Help what?” 

His face bunched up. “I won’t ask again.” 

He wouldn’t ask again? That wasn’t the problem. 
“Why did you ask in the first place?” 

“You wouldn’t understand.” 

“Then make me understand, Joe! Please, make 
me understand!” 

| watched as he struggled to find the words. “It’s a 
craving.” 

“A what?” 

“That’s not the right word.” 

“Then what is?” 

“There isn’t one in Chetrah.” 


| blinked. Chetrah. He meant Human. There 


wasn’t one in a Human language. 

“So, what, you know how to speak dragon now?” 

| was being facetious. The look Joe gave me let me 
know loud and clear just how much of reality my little 
bit of sarcasm was. “You’re kidding.” 

“Gabriel says it’s normal. Most Lesser-Breds can 
understand Olde Tongue after their Shift. The language 
is impressed. It’s in a Kin’s genetics, at least the 
basics.” 

Great, now | couldn’t even understand him 

anymore. Talk about being a third wheel. | climbed into 
the shower without testing the water and promptly 
burned myself. Hardly any power, no TV, no phone, 
but the goddamned hot water was the temperature of 
boiling lava. | fumbled with the knobs, then waited for 
my skin to quit sizzling. 

The shower curtain rustled and Joe climbed in 

behind me. He stroked my back. | wanted to push him 
away, but it felt too good. “The word is o/soru.” 


“Sounds like a sushi dish.” | wondered which one 


of us would be the seaweed wrap or the rice layer. The 
visual was so pathetic | couldn’t even muster a laugh. 
“It’s just sex.” 

| stepped away from him. “You’re not helping.” 

“No, | mean it’s just sex. It’s not love.” 

“Joe, when you’re with someone, you’re with 

them, not with everyone else.” | glanced back at him. 
His gaze was faraway, like maybe he was thinking 
about a certain individual in the other room. It didn’t 
take a lot to figure out who. “I love you.” He nodded. 
“No, no, | don’t think you understand at al. | love you, 
we’re together, we’re not supposed to be with anyone 
else, and | most certainly don’t want to have sex with 
Gabriel.” 

“But | don’t have a choice.” 

“Okay. But | do.’ 

“But this is a part of me.” 

“No, it isn’t. It’s a shitty situation you’ve been 

tossed into because only God knows why.” 


The look in Joey’s eyes made me wish I'd thought 


long and hard about what | was going to say before I'd 
said it. | expected him to get mad at me—hel, | was 
mad at me—but he didn’t. Instead he said, “The closest 
translation for the word o/soru is ‘the desire to feed 
another from your mouth.’ To Kin it is the greatest 
show of affection, respect, and appreciation to share 
what is precious to you.” 

The sound of water slapping against our skin, the 

tub, and the tile filed up the space between us. | did 
think about what | was going to say next, but | stil 
couldn’t come up with anything eloquent. “So, what? 
You want to share me with Gabriel because you're 
trying to impress him?” 

“I need him to live. Without him | die. He feeds 

me, and he doesn’t have to. He could choose not to.” 

| guess it didn’t dawn on me until he said it like 

that. | stil couldn’t wrap my head around it. Hel, | 
didn’t want to wrap my head around it. “Joe, | love 
you. | love you, | realy do, but having sex with 


someone else so they wil be happy with you?” 


His mouth twitched. “I don’t feed from you.” 

“So?” 

“You aren't the food.” 

My head hurt. God, my fucking head hurt. | 

wanted a drink an entire bar. 

Joe brushed my chest, my neck, and his lips 

caressed mine. He exhaled and | could taste him. It 
warmed me, it made me want him. I’d never not 
wanted Joe, but this was different, scary different, like 
my body was somehow under his command. 

Joe said, “Do you understand now?” 

“No.” | felt as stupid as | did useless. 

“I want to feed you from my mouth. Gabriel is my 
food when we are together. You are the one | want to 
impress, to show affection to and appreciate.” 

“You want me to have sex with Gabriel.” As far as 

| was concerned, it al boiled down to the same ending. 
“I want to share him with you.” 

| shut my eyes, and Joe puled me down until my 


face was in his neck. He put his hand back between my 


legs. “I don’t understand.” 

“| told you.” 

“No, | mean....” | couldn’t help but think about 

the times I’d tried to get him to be sexualy adventurous. 
I'd never suggested we bring a third person into our 
relationship, but I’d hinted about other things, role play, 
toys, even fun with food. Joe would have done any of it 
if I'd pushed, but the moment | suggested it, | could see 
how it frightened him. And now, he’d gone from being 
afraid of heights to jumping out of an airplane. 

A purr kicked up in Joe’s chest. The sound wasn’t 

quite as mind-numbing as the one Pavel and Gabriel 
could make, but it was enough to make my brain fuzzy. 
Joe stroked my cock, and | gasped. | wanted to 

tel him to stop, but with that sound in my head, | 
couldn’t figure out why | wanted him to. He pushed me 
against the shower wal, pinning me in place with a hand 
on my hip as he knelt in front of me. 

He swirled his tongue over the end of my cock, 


teasing my slit. | cried out, because it felt a thousand 


times more intense than it ever had before. 

Joe smiled up at me. “See, you’re meant for this.” 
Meant for this? | shook my head. 

Joe swalowed me down, sucking hard. He 

backed off again. “Yes, you are. You can feel it. Did 
you know some Humans are meant to be with Kin?” 

| buried my hands in his hair when he took me in 

his mouth again, throat working, sucking so hard his 
cheeks holowed out. | was powerless to stop my hips 
from thrusting. The thrum of Joe’s purr vibrated up my 
body, rattling my bones and setting my blood on fire. 
Instead of a slow build of pleasure, | slammed 
face-first into a climax. My body jerked and my feet 
shot out from under me. The only reason | didn’t crack 
my head open on the edge of the tub was because Joe 
caught me and kept me on my feet. He stood up and 
kissed me, brutal, desperate. | felt his hand bump 
against me as he jacked himself. 

It was like | could feel his pleasure, feel his body 


climbing toward release, and | knew this wasn’t normal 


sex. 

When Joe looked at me, his eyes were dark, wild, 

feral. | couldn’t stop myself from pawing at him, trying 
to get closer, trying to—hel, | don’t even know. He 
laughed and licked my throat, my cheek. 

| said, “I want you.” Joe let me go, and | 

practicaly fel on my knees at his feet. I’d never in my 
life been so desperate to get his cock in my mouth as | 
was then. | wanted to taste him, feel him, drink him 
down. 

Normaly | had to encourage Joe to thrust, but not 

this time. He grabbed my hair, pumping his hips, going 
deep enough to make my eyes burn and my throat 
ache. | don’t think the threat of suffocation would have 
convinced me to stop. When he came, he tasted like 
bitter chocolate and something else, sweet, rich, and not 
Human. 

| slumped against him, completely sapped, like 
we’d been doing that for hours and not just mere 


minutes. Joe had to help me up. Hel, he practicaly had 


to hold me. My bones had gone al rubbery, and | 
couldn’t seem to figure out how to get my legs to work. 
| said, “What’s wrong with me?” 

Joe kissed me. “You're special, Tay. That’s al. 

You're very, very special.” He petted me while the 
worst of the euphoria receded. When | could raise my 
head, he was smiling, positively beaming. He said, “Wil 
you?” 

“What?” 

“Wil you be with me?” 


| didn’t answer. And this time Joe did walk out. 





@®CHAPTER 13 


Chapter 13 


BREAKFAST that morning was not fun. 

While | busied myself with pushing my eggs back 

and forth on my plate, Gabriel busied himself with acting 
like an asshole. It seemed to be his specialty, and | have 
to admit, he was gifted at it, considering he didn’t even 
have to open his mouth to pul it off. No, he’d just look 
at me, stare, smirk, and stare some more. 

Pavel was just quiet, expressionless, and seemed 

to be oblivious to the tension in the room. | stil didn’t 
know what to make of him. He didn’t fuel Gabriel’s 

fire, but he also didn’t do anything to stop it. 

The worst was Joe. He was not only quiet, he 

wouldn’t look at me, and he sat next to Gabriel, who 
constantly touched him. It wasn’t sexual. A touch to the 
arm, a brush of hands on the table, shoulders rubbing 
together. Yet | felt like they were making love right 


there in front of me. To make matters worse, | don’t 


even think Gabriel was conscious of doing it, and Joe 
didn’t seem to think about how he was reacting. Which 
was by touching back. 

Silverware clinked against mismatched plates to a 
nerve-racking melody in an otherwise silent room. Just 
when I thought | wasn’t going to be able to take 
another chink and scrape, Pavel said, “You need to eat, 
Taylor.” 

“l'm not hungry.” 

“You stil need to eat.” 

| glared at the Male from under my bangs. “Not. 
Hungry. It means | don’t feel like eating.” 

Gabriel said, “Maybe you want something 

different?” 

| hate to admit it, but he got my attention. “Have 

you got anything else?” 

Joe stopped eating and looked at me. | should 

have paid attention. 

Gabriel 


said, 


“Yeah, 

there’s 

an 

entire 

smorgasbord in the fridge.” 

“You should eat the eggs, Taylor. They have the 
protein you need.” Pavel pushed my plate closer. 

| didn’t bother to argue that eggs also had 
cholesterol. And I’d eaten nothing but for days. My 
next physical was going to be a nightmare. 

“Can | at least see what else there is? Eggs are 
getting kind of old.” His molten gaze came up. He 
didn’t say no, so | stood up and went to the kitchen. 
Joe was stil quiet, but his eyes were wide. 

| opened the fridge. The light flickered on and off, 
making it difficult to see. Top shelf there were cartons 
of eggs, second shelf, galons of milk, third shelf.... | 
stared trying to figure out what | was looking at. | 
reached out to touch it. Soft, downy hairs tickled my 


fingertips. | went flying back across the kitchen until my 


hip slammed into the sink. | think | might have even 
screamed. 

“What the fuck!” 

| don’t Know why, but standing back, | was able 

to see more, a leg, a paw, a tail. 

“It’s dog.” Gabriel walked into the kitchen and 
pushed the fridge door shut. “Don’t leave the door 
open or it wil spoil.” 

| blinked like I’d acquired a short in my brain. 
“Dog?” 

“Yeah, | got him off the road right after he got hit. 
Don’t worry, it’s fresh. He was stil twitching when | 
brought him home.” 

“You eat dog?” 

“Sure, why not? Meat is meat. It’s quite good, 
actualy. Joey seems to think so.” 

| looked at Joe. His cheeks were pink and he 
stared at the table. 

“When the hel did you eat dog?” The question 


was for Joe, but Gabriel answered. 


“Last night.” 

| tried to remember last night. Okay, yeah, Joe ate 

a bowl of raw meat and milk; so did Gabriel and Pavel. 
| ate some browned meat seasoned with garlic. 

My gaze slid back over to the fridge, then flicked 

up to Gabriel. 

He grinned. “Tasty, wasn’t it?” 

| staggered out of the kitchen and made a beeline 

for the bathroom in our room. | wanted to puke. | 
hoped to puke. But what I'd eaten last night had been 
long ago digested. 

Dog, |’d eaten dog. | tried to tel myself it was no 
different than cow or chicken, but my brain wasn’t 
buying it. | leaned over the sink and splashed cool 
water onto my face while images of Labrador retrievers 
fetching tennis bals danced in my head. | didn’t even 
know if it was a Lab in the fridge, not that it realy 
mattered. It was a dog. 

With the water running and me gagging, | never 


had a chance at hearing Pavel walk up behind me. Hel, 


even without background noise, he moved as quiet as a 
shadow. 

| raised my head and saw his massive reflection 
looming over me. | whirled, almost fel, but he grabbed 
my arm and kept me from landing on the floor. 

He said, “Are you wel?” 

“What?” 

“Are you wel?” 

“I heard you the first time.” 

“Then why didn’t you answer?” 

“It wasn’t that | didn’t hear what you said, it’s the 

fact you could even ask me. And for your information, 
no, I’m not wel. If it wasn’t bad enough for you to 
expect us to live like animals sleeping on the fucking 
floor, wearing your Goodwil hand-me-downs, no TV, 

no radio, no connection to the outside, | find out you’re 
scraping animals out of the road and eating them!” 

“I forget how easily you injure. | wil see about a 

proper bed.” 


“And what about some entertainment?” 


“I have no use for things like that.” 

“Yeah, wel, | do. So does Joe. We enjoy it. It 

gives us time together, something to talk about. Music, 
TV, it’s a way to communicate with the world and 

know what’s going on.” 

“Your TV and radios are nothing but a way to 

hear yourself talk. Humans are always talking, and in 
the end, what do you get from it? Much more can be 
conveyed by touching and tasting than with words.” 
“Talking is how you get to know the people 

around you. We quit pissing on trees and sniffing each 
other’s asses a hundred thousand years ago and 
graduated to a place caled civilization. There is more to 
life than eating and fucking. You might want to come 
out of the cave one day and try it some time.” 

He huffed. “The only thing your civilization has 

done is make turmoil. Maybe if you spent more time 
fucking each other you wouldn’t be wasting your short 
lifespan blowing each other up and fighting about what 


to wear while doing it.” 


If only | could argue, but with him so close, it was 
getting difficult to think. 

| puled to get away from Pavel but accomplished 
nothing until he let me go. | leaned on the sink, closed 
my eyes, fought against the heat coming off his body. | 
wasn’t sick anymore. But with Pavel in the room, the 
only clear thoughts in my mind were about him. 

A deep growl rumbled through his chest. The 

sound made my bones ache, my muscles twitch. 

He said, “You should be with Joe while he feeds. 

It wil be good for you.” 

It might have been hard to think, but | wasn’t a 
complete vegetable. “What the hel does that have to do 
with you feeding me dog last night?” | glared at his 
reflection. It was less effective than glaring at the real 
thing. “Dog? What the fuck is wrong with you people?” 
“I am sorry. | didn’t realize it would upset you this 
much.” 

“We don’t eat dogs. They’re pets.” 


“Tam familiar with your Human customs and your 


affection for keeping lesser creatures as companions.” 
| turned off the water. Okay, now | was mad. 

“Then why the hel did you let me eat that if you knew?” 
“Because you value your pets. They are important 

to you. The dog was dead, so to let him rot would have 
been an insult. He deserved to be eaten.” 

Deserved to be eaten. Good grief, | realy was 
Surrounded by animals. 

| tried to get out of the bathroom, but Pavel was in 

the way, and | wound up slamming into his chest. This 
time when he caught me by the arm, his other hand 
cupped my face. Caught in his stare, al | could do was 
stand there while his fingers stroked my cheek, rasping 
against my five o’clock shadow, and his thumb rubbed 
my bottom lip. 

My entire body trembled, and sweat broke out 

across my skin. | had to breathe through my mouth in 
order to keep from passing out. Even though Pavel’s 
expression didn’t change, | knew he was aware of the 


effect he had on me. | just don’t know how | knew. 


He said, “Joe is not taking his change wel.” 

| sobered a little. “What? Why?” | pushed Pavel’s 
hand away from my face. “Quit, just quit, | can’t think 
when....” 

He took a step back and the nausea returned, only 
this time it was different. 

| leaned against the counter. “Now, what about 
Joe?” 

“He is not taking his change wel.” 

He wasn’t? “He hasn’t said anything to me.” 

“You're Human.” 

Right, right. Around here I’m not with the “in” 
crowd. “lve known Joe a long time. If something was 
wrong, he would tel me.” 

“Perhaps he has, but you have not heard him.” 

| pressed my palm into my right eye because my 
head was hurting again. “I don’t ignore Joe.” 

“| never said you did.” 

“You just....” Oh fuck it. Trying to talk to Pavel 


was like trying to talk to a lamppost. And | just didn’t 


feel like spinning in circles for the next hour while we 
chased each other’s words. | decided to make it easy 
on both of us. “What makes you think Joe isn’t okay?” 
“He is too Human, and it is making it difficult for 

him to separate who he is from what he has become.” 
“And that means?” 

“He wants Human connections, affections, and 
exchanges. Those things are normal for Lesser-Breds. 
But he also holds onto his anger, his disappointment, his 
sense of loss.” 

“Are you saying he shouldn’t feel angry?” 

“Of course not, but to a Lesser-Bred, clinging to 

these emotions is intrinsicaly destructive.” 

“It just sounds like normal thinking to me.” 

“Normal Human thinking. Joey is not Human, he is 
Lesser-Bred, which means he wil never be anything but 
Lesser-Bred. Instead of accepting this and moving 
forward, he is consumed by what could be.” 

“When did you become an expert in psychology?” 


Because what I’d seen so far, what Joey had said so 


far, made me completely disagree with Pavel. He 
seemed more than ready to accept what he was, and | 
couldn’t understand why. 

“I have experience with Humans that most Kin do 

not.” He reached for me again, and as much as | 
wanted to pul away, | found myself sighing in relief 
from the contact. 

Why did it feel like this when he touched me? 
“Because you are drawn to us.” 

My eyes snapped back open. | hadn’t meant to 

speak out loud. “What are you talking about?” 

“It is the nature of Humans to fight what they are, 

to try and be what they are not meant to be. Like you, 
Joey fights his true nature. He needs to embrace what 
he has become and relinquish his past. But he continues 
to try and exist in two places when he can only exist in 
one. Without the connection to his own, he wil go adrift 
and there wil be no bringing him back.” 

“I wish you’d make sense.” 


“And | wish you would listen.” | started to snap 


something off at him, but his thumb pressed against my 
mouth. “Who you are and what you are, Taylor, are not 
the same. Are you a man who loves another man ora 
man who is in love with a Lesser-Bred?” 

“I can’t be both?” | don’t know why, but tears 

burned my eyes, and my heart felt heavy in my chest 
with an odd kind of hopelessness. 

“You can, just not at the same time.” In a flow of 
metaphysical grace, he turned and left me standing there 
alone. 

| didn’t want to go back out there, so | paced the 

floor in our room. | sat on the crappy mattress. There 
wasn’t much else to do. There were a couple of 
magazines on the coffee table—if you could cal it that 
—in front of the sofa, which barely qualified as one. | 
guess | could have gone out and snagged one of those, 
but | didn’t. 

My head was too tangled up with what Pavel had 

said, not to mention other things. | stopped somewhere 


in the middle of the room and touched my cheek, my 


lips. It was crazy, but | swear | could stil feel him. And 
what had Pavel meant by some Humans are drawn to 
us? 

Was | drawn to them? No, no way. There was 

just no fucking way. | needed a walk, | needed air. The 
apartment had become a prison in just under a week. 
No, not become, it simply was a prison. After al, we 
couldn’t leave. 

Wel, | could leave. But | didn’t. And any sane 

person would have. 

A knock at the door got my attention, mostly 
because if it had been Joe, he wouldn’t have knocked. 
“What?” 

“Can | speak with you?” 

Gabriel. Gabriel asking if he could speak with me. 
Okay, now I'd definitely falen into an alternate 
dimension. “Yeah, fine, | don’t care.” 

The door opened enough for him to step inside. 

He wasn’t smiling, which was a first. 


| said, “Apology not accepted.” 


His mouth twitched. “I didn’t come here to 

apologize.” 

“Wel, you should. That was... | don’t know, but 

it was cruel.” 

“Cruel?” 

“Yeah, cruel. You were Human once, or maybe 

you weren't. Sometimes | wonder.” 

“Because | didn’t tel you the meat was dog?” 

“Yeah, yeah.” | ran a hand over my head, crossed 

my arms, and fidgeted al the while Gabriel stared. 
“Wel, you wanted to talk, so talk.” 

He blew out a breath. “Joe wanted me to talk to 

you about what he asked you this morning.” 

| didn’t know whether to be pissed or 

embarrassed. | wound up somewhere in between. My 
cheeks went hot while the rest of my body was cold. | 
think | might have even felt betrayed. Joe had confided 
in someone | hated. | said, “Thanks, but Pavel already 
gave me a morality speech. I’ve had al | can stand.” He 


didn’t say anything smartass back. Hel, he didn’t even 


laugh at me. 

The expression on Gabriel’s face was serious. I’d 
almost say he looked hurt. 

| turned away. The room, no matter how shitty, 

was easier to handle. | said, “I want to go to my 
apartment and get some things. Clothes, for starters.” 
Towels without holes in them, a shower curtain that 
didn’t fal off the rings. 

“Taylor, you need to decide whether or not you’re 
going to stay with Joe. Stop dragging this out. Either be 
with him or leave him, but quit torturing him like this.” 
The muscles in my body puled so tight that when | 
turned my head, my vertebrae squeaked. “Excuse me?” 
Gabriel gave me a cold stare. “Either be with him 

while he feeds, or leave.” 

“Last time | checked, | was with him. | was naked 

—hel, it was practicaly sex.” 

“But it wasn’t.” 


“So what, it doesn’t count until we al have a 


group orgy?” 


Gabriel came right at me. | don’t know how | 

managed to stand there. He stopped, his face in mine, 
his teeth down. In a hissing, seething breath, he said, 
“Do you think I’m happy about what he wants? Do you 
think | want to be responsible for al the things that 
could go wrong with you there? I’d rather have both my 
arms broken. At least my body wil heal.” 

I'd expected a lot of things to come out of his 

mouth, but what he said wasn’t even in the bottom 
hundred. | said, “Then tel him no.” 

“| can’t.” 

“Why not?” 

“He’s mine to take care of, to keep happy. What 

he’s asking me to do is important to him. It’s my job to 
teach him how to be Lesser-Bred, and unfortunately 
you're a part of that equation.” 

Take care of, keep happy.... “Wait, what the hel 

do you mean, he’s yours?” 

“Pavel has made him my responsibility.” 


“Since when?” 


“Since the moment Pavel chose to keep him and 

alow you the chance to be with him. Pavel may have 
patience with your fragile Human morals, but | don’t. 
I’ve seen firsthand what kind of damage your self- 
righteousness does to us. So if you can’t set aside your 
Human limitations, you need to get out of his life before 
you tear him apart!” 

Gabriel never even raised his voice, and yet my 

ears were left ringing. He brought his hand up and | 
realized he was holding something out to me. My keys. 
“Go for a drive, think. While you’re gone, l'I feed 

Joe. Then when you come back, you can tel him your 
decision.” 

“| don’t mind being there to hold him.” 

“Yeah, wel, he does.” 

What? That didn’t make sense. | needed to talk to 

Joe and now. I tried to make a break for the door, and 
Gabriel pushed me back. | tried to shove him aside. 
“Get the hel out of my way.” 


“Why, so you can hurt him some more? Give him 


another string of useless excuses as to why you’re so 
much better than him now?” 

| grabbed him, and somehow we stumbled into the 
wal, my hand on Gabriel’s neck, his tangled up in my 
Shirt. “I’ve never said any such thing.” 

“Yes, you have. Al the time. With the way you 

look at him, look at me, look at Pavel. You don’t even 
want to touch him.” 

“What?” 

“You heard me.” 

“That’s not true.” 

“When's the last time you made love to him, not 

just fucked him because you felt threatened? When's 
the last time you’ve explored his body, showed him you 
stil feel something for him by your actions and not just 
with your verbal declarations?” He growled. “I’m 
wiling to bet it was sometime before he became a 
monster to you.” 

Gabriel shoved me into the wal. | stumbled and 


fel, ass connecting with the floor, jarring my spine. My 


keys slapped me in the chest hard enough to bruise. | 
started to say something to him, but my words got hung 
up in my throat. 

Gabriel’s eyes shimmered with unshed tears. “And 

they say Kin can’t love. | say Humans have no concept 


of what it realy means in the first place.” 
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Chapter 14 


| THINK | got a mile from Pavel’s apartment before | 
puled over and had my second breakdown in less than 
a week. And no matter how many times | told myself to 
keep going, | couldn’t wil my foot to press on the gas. 
The more | thought about everything, the angrier | 

got, to the point | wanted to hurt something—Gabriel, 
myself, maybe even Joe. It was a kind of rage |I’d never 
experienced before. Only when | examined it, the 
feeling wasn’t realy rage but fear. Fear about what | 
felt. A strange desire to get back to the apartment. Like 
a gravitational pul, only it wasn’t my physical body 
being drawn. It was something else, intangible and yet 
corporeal. 

Some Humans are drawn to us. 

The thought turned everything | thought | knew 

about myself on its ear. What scared me even more 


was, | recognized the source of my fear. Back at Haven 


I’d tried to run from it, and Joe’s screams had dragged 
me back in. There were no screams now. No reason 

for me not to keep driving. But I’d been on a dangerous 
path like this before, hadn’t I, when | broke the rules 
because | couldn’t stop myself from going through the 
double doors? 

| was afraid of the monsters. That was why | 

avoided them. It was why I was never one to go to the 
Pit, never one to hang around the Zone. | knew it, | 
believed it, and yet | was starting to question the real 
reasons | resisted so hard. 

... drawn to us. 

The sun was setting when | turned to go back to 

the apartment. It was quiet. The living room and kitchen 
were empty, but Pavel’s bedroom door was closed. | 
wasn’t al that surprised to find my room empty. The 
couple of times I’d been with Joe while he fed, he slept 
for hours afterward. A sleep so deep nothing | did 
would wake him up. Knowing he was asleep might not 


have been so bad, but | also knew who held him, 


breathed in his scent, and it wasn’t me. 

My shoes made two lonely thumps as they hit the 
floor near the mattress. | didn’t bother with the rest of 
my clothes. | just crawled into bed and wiled the world 
to disappear. The sun was long gone when the 
bedroom door squeaked. There was no sound of 
footsteps. Only the groan from the half-rotten 
hardwood told me of someone approaching. 

The mattress dipped and a line of heat enveloped 

my back, but Joe didn’t touch me. Maybe he didn’t 
want to. The thought left me aching. 

It took me a while to shore up the courage to 

speak. “I wanted to be there when you fed, but Gabriel 
wouldn’t let me.” 

“I know. | told him | didn’t want you there if you 
weren't going to join in.” 

| looked at him. There was just enough light from 

the ful moon to see the outline of his face and the 
darkness of his eyes. “What? Why?” 


“| should have never asked you to be with me the 


first time.” 

“| wanted to.” 

“I know.” 

| roled over so | could face him. “I love you.” 

His eyes closed and his voice cracked. “Yeah, | 

know you do.” 

“Then why wouldn’t you want me to be there?” 
“Because... it’s not enough.” 

Not enough. “Me being there holding you isn’t 
enough? Joe, | was naked with you. | jacked you off in 
front of him. And that’s not enough?” 

“No.” 

“Why?” 

“Because you won't be with us.” 

Be, as in have sex. Us, as in him and Gabriel. 

“You don’t want me there because | won’t have sex 
with Gabriel.” | sounded almost as disgusted as | felt. 
“Exactly.” And Joe sounded cold. 

“| don’t understand.” 


He sighed. “If | was only wiling to show you 


affection behind closed doors, if | was ashamed of you, 
ashamed of being in love with you, and didn’t want my 
friends to know we were together, how would it make 
you feel?” 

“Joey, this isn’t the same thing. It isn’t even in the 
realm of same thing.” 

“Why? Because I’m not Human?” 

“No, of course not. It’s just not the same.” 

“Why not?” 

“Because you’re comparing a relationship to... 

to....” | blamed my inability to come up with something 
on the pounding in my head. “It’s just not the same, 
trust me.” | sat up. The headache was worse now than 
it had been earlier. 

He said, “Tel me why.” 

“TL can’t!” 

Silence, and if at al possible, his voice was even 
colder, more bitter, more distant. “And that’s why | 
should have never asked you to be there the first time. | 


thought maybe if you saw how beautiful it could be, you 


would be okay, that you’d want to join in, that I’d no 
longer be a monster to you.” 

“Joe—” 

“Forget it.” He roled over and curled into a bal. | 
couldn’t shake how odd such vulnerability looked with 
his new body. 

“Joe, please....” 

“I’m realy tired. | don’t want to talk anymore. 

Just forget about it, okay? I’m not angry.” 

No, he wasn’t angry. He was hurt. | could have 

dealt with angry so much better. “We need to talk 
about this.” 

“Are you going to change your mind?” 

“What?” 

“Are you going to change your mind? Wil talking 
about it make you wiling to be with both of us, realy be 
with us during the feed?” 

“If being with you requires me to have sex with 
Gabriel, no.” 


“Then there’s nothing left to talk about.” 


| lay back down and stared at the gray ceiling with 

its darker spider web of cracks. Sleep was apparently 
ignoring me too. | listened until Joe’s breathing evened 
out. Al things considered, he fel asleep pretty quickly. | 
didn’t think anything short of a two-by-four was gonna 
put me out. 

| got up and went into the kitchen. Maybe a glass 

of milk would make me feel better. 

My hand was on the fridge door when | 

remembered the dog. Yeah, nightmares combined with 
insomnia, just what | didn’t need. 

A prickle of heat teased my skin. | turned my head 
just in time to see Gabriel lean against the doorjamb. 
He said, “Can’t sleep?” 

“No. Kind of hard when the bed you’re in isn’t 

very comfortable.” | meant it in the literal sense. It 
didn’t dawn on me just how true the statement was until 
after | said it. 

If Gabriel caught my Freudian slip, he didn’t 


acknowledge it. Which was a first. He waved a hand at 


the stove. “You want some warm milk?” 

| looked at the fridge. “Uh....” 

“lI fix you some.” 

Which meant | wouldn’t have to look in the fridge. 
“You're not gonna put anything weird in it, are you?” 
“You mean like snips, snails, and puppy dog 

tails?” | made a face, and Gabriel ushered me in the 
direction of the kitchen table. “Go sit down. Let me 
worry about fixing the milk.” 

| did, but | kept one eye on his movements in the 
kitchen. While the stove warmed up, Gabriel got out a 
pan and a galon of milk. “Do you have anything against 
chocolate?” 

“Huh?” 

He took a can out of the cabinet and held it up. 
“Chocolate. | could make you some hot cocoa instead 
of plain milk.” 

“Sure, that would be....” 

He turned away before | could finish. When the 


milk was hot, he stirred in the cocoa with exaggerated 


care before pouring it into two yelow mugs. Gabriel sat 
one of the cups down in front of me and took up the 
chair on my left. | watched the surface of chocolate 
ripple as he blew on it to cool it down. 

He glanced at me over the edge of his mug. “l 

didn’t put poison in it, | promise.” 

| picked up my cup, took a sip, and burned my 

tongue. Even with scalded taste buds, it was wonderful. 
| didn’t remember hot chocolate ever tasting this good. 
“Thanks, this is realy nice of you.” Which was probably 
why it was making me so nervous. 

Gabriel smiled, but it was brittle. “Did you ever 

come to a decision?” 

“About what?” 

“About staying or leaving.” 

“I’m staying.” Wel, at least | wanted to. | wasn’t 

so sure Joe would want me around anymore. 

“But you're not going to join in anymore.” He 

made it a statement. 


“I don’t think Joe wants me to.” 


“And you're stil going to stick around, even with 

the knowledge I’m fucking him in the room next to 
you?” 

Lucky for me my cup was closer to the table than 

my mouth, or | would have splattered it al over myself 
when my hand jerked. Gabriel didn’t look up. He didn’t 
even acknowledge my anger. He just went about 
Sipping his cup of hot chocolate like he’d just told me 
he’d borrowed my phone without my permission and 
not had sex with Joe. 

But reality was, it wasn’t the first time. No, at 

Haven, Joe had been with him and others. 

It was getting more and more difficult for me to 
compartmentalize those truths as wel as hold it together 
behind the fact he couldn’t help what he’d become. 
Part of me didn’t believe that he couldn’t help being 
with them at al. He could help it. He didn’t have sex 
with Gabriel when | was in there. | stared at my cup 
and seriously considered smacking the asshole upside 


the head with it. 


This was the dog in the fridge al over again. 

| said, “Am | supposed to run screaming now?” 

“I don’t know. Are you?” 

“It’s why you Said it, right? To piss me off? To 

shock me into running?” 

“You shouldn’t be shocked about something you 
already knew. Or did you think every feeding would be 
like the times you were with us?” 

| don’t know what was worse, the fact that yeah, 

that was exactly what | thought, or the fact that there 
was none of his usual smartass tone when he said it. | 
said, “Why can’t it be like that, then, every day? If you 
could do it, then why do you need to do it differently?” 
“You eased him. If you had wanted to have sex, | 
wouldn’t have stopped you. But | didn’t have sex with 
him because Pavel asked me not to while you were 
there. Otherwise, not having sex with Joe during the 
feed would break Taboo.” 

“Taboo?” 


“Yes. Kin law.” 


“Which says what, you have to have sex with 

everyone you know?” | wanted to get up and leave, but 
the only place | had to go was the bedroom. And Joe 
was in there. As much as | hated it, Gabriel was easier 
to face at the moment than him. 

Gabriel said, “Joe is submissive to me. That means 

the rules dictate he wears my scent. | dominate him 
during the feed. Dominance, the Food Chain, is 
everything here. You break those boundaries, then you 
have chaos, and chaos is a good way to wind up dead.” 
“Is there a reason why you’re teling me this?” 

Other than to piss me off? 

“Yeah, it’s why he doesn’t want you there.” 

“Because you have sex with him?” 

“No, because you won’t have sex with me.” 

Was | the only sane one left in this world? | put 

my head down on the table and waited to break down 
again. | didn’t, and that was far scarier. Had | gone off 
the deep end? | must have. Gabriel’s chair scraped, and 


| felt the heat from his body move closer. Warmth and 


weight pressed against the back of my neck. | didn’t 
even bother to push his hand away. | just didn’t care 
anymore. 

He rubbed my back and the tense muscles in my 

neck began to relax. The pain in my bones disappeared 
and my headache vanished. 

Gabriel said, “Feel better?” 

| wasn’t about to give him the pleasure of a verbal 
answer, so | grunted. 

“Taylor, | Know you don’t understand, and most 

likely you never wil until you’ve spent some time in 
Joe’s shoes. But dragons have whittled everything 
down to two truths. In the end you are either sex or 
food. What you do wil dictate where you wind up.” 

“So I’m expected just to deal because they can’t 

keep it in their pants.” 

Gabriel’s hand stopped rubbing for a moment. | 

could practicaly feel him reining in his temper. He took 
a breath and slowly exhaled. “Just because Humans see 


sex as something dirty and perverse beyond the action 


of procreation does not make it so. Let me ask you 
something.” 

“What?” 

“Has anyone ever had a problem with you being 
gay?” 

| looked at him. “We live in the twenty-first 
century, not utopia. Ignorance is stil alive and wel.” 
“And your ignorance of our situation is no 
different.” 

“Bulshit. This is in no way, shape, or form 

anything like sexual orientation. Being gay isn’t a 
choice.” 

“But you could act straight if you wanted to. Some 
do it.” 

“Yeah, to what end?” | dropped my head back 
down. 

“So even if what you are upsets other people 
around you because they don’t understand, you do it 
anyhow. You choose not to conform to their narrow- 


minded interpretation of the world.” 


| glared at him over my elbow. “Is there a point to 

al this?” 

Gabriel stopped rubbing my neck and dropped his 
head down, making us almost eye level. “I did not 
choose to be Lesser-Bred. | was born this way. Sex 
and food are linked for me. | can’t change that. To 
survive here, | must respect Taboo. | can’t change that 
either. And just because what | am disgusts you, | 
Shouldn’t have to go against my nature just to placate 
your sensibilities.” Closer, and | could taste him on the 
air. “Last, but not least. You are right. Being Lesser- 
Bred is nothing like sexual orientation, color, or even 
religion. Because if | fight what | am, | die, and so do 
people around me.” 

| stared at him, disturbed by the seriousness in his 
eyes, the finality of his voice. Then | thought about 
everything I’d said to Joe. “What am | supposed to 
do?” Because | didn’t know. 

“The easiest choice is for you to leave.” 


“| can’t.” 


He puled away, sighed, and ran a hand through 

his hair, making the beads rattle and his bangs stand on 
end. “Yeah, | know you can’t.” 

It was the way he said it that gave me pause, 
especialy since he’d been teling me to get out just 
hours ago. Gabriel sounded like | felt, that this was just 
a fact of nature. Joe couldn’t help what he was, and he 
had to obey some law of Kin I’d never be able to 
comprehend, and for some weird reason | couldn’t 
walk away and leave him to his new life. 

Gabriel watched the door to his room for a 

moment, like the answer to everything was inside and 
was going to pop out at any moment, before turning 
back to me. As far as | knew, the only thing in there 
was Pavel. 

He said, “Joe loves you very much.” 

“Yeah, and | love him.” My voice cracked. 

He nodded. “If only more of us could be so 

lucky.” It must have been the look on my face that 


made him add, “You’d be surprised at how many of us 


think our wives, husbands, lovers, and family wil 
understand, only to find out just how fragile Human love 
realy is. More often than not, those who are supposed 
to stand by our sides wind up being our worst 
enemies.” 

“I’m not like that.” 

Gabriel’s smile was sad. “No, you’re nothing like 

other Humans.” 

It would only take a little more than a week for me 


to find out how literal those words were. 


—@®CHAPTER 15 


Chapter 15 


ANOTHER week in Pavel and Gabriel’s apartment 
didn’t change my opinion about the place. It was a 
dump. The dump of dumps. At least Joe was alowed 

to stay in my room except on the days he fed. More 
importantly, he wanted to stay in my room. | honestly 
hadn’t thought he would want to anymore. 

The day after our—I don’t know, discussion?— 

Pavel showed up with a poor excuse for a bed. Al 
metal, with big ugly rust spots, and it squeaked if you so 
much as blinked. 

And the clothes he kept coming up with were even 
worse. Ratty jeans, old wrinkled shirts. Apparently 
there were shops near the Wal where they handed out 
free crap to Kin and Lesser-Breds. | think giving stuff 
away was the city’s way of keeping them on the inside 
the Zone. Kind of like not charging them for utilities. Or 


maybe it was how they got rid of their garbage. 


| went to the apartment and packed every scrap 

of clothing | could carry. Gabriel gave me one of his 
wiseass smirks as | dragged the suitcase through our 
bedroom door with one hand and wrestled the suit 
carrier with the other. Joe had been asleep when | left 
but was standing in the bathroom, brushing his teeth, 
when | got back. 

He stuck his head out the doorway. “What’s al 

that?” 

“Clothes.” Real clothes, clothes without holes in 

them, clothes without stains, clothes that did not look 
like something dug out of the Goodwil dumpster. 
Because even poor people had better taste. | glanced at 
the smal pile of ragged-out shirts and jeans lying near 
the foot of the bed. Good riddance. 

Joe came out of the bathroom, wiping his mouth 

with the back of his hand. “Gabriel just brought back a 
clean load from the laundromat.” 

“Clean? You couldn’t get those rags clean if you 


blowtorched them.” | threw the Samsonite on the end 


of the bed and unzipped it. | had at least ten pairs of 
Joe’s chinos and just as many rugby shirts. Now he 
could stop wearing the shredded denims. | hated how 
they made Joe look. Which was just like Gabriel. 

| puled out a pair of my chinos along with a shirt 

and held them out to Joe. He took them, and | went 
back to getting out something for me to wear. | stripped 
off the faded black tee | had on and the shredded jeans. 
Since the only pair of underwear | had had been left 
back at Loren’s, I’d been going commando like Joe. 

Not anymore. 

| snagged a pair of boxer briefs and puled them 

on, then a pair of khaki pants. | was getting out a 
button-up when I noticed Joe had left the chinos on the 
bedside table. 

| looked at him. “Aren’t you going to wear them?” 

He touched the frayed waistband of his jeans. 

“I’m fine.” 

| wasn’t sure if he realy meant it or if he was 


afraid Gabriel would disapprove. “What about the 


shirt?” Surely to God the asshole wouldn’t have 
anything against a shirt. 

Joe shook his head. “It itches.” 

Itches? | picked it up and rubbed the fabric 

between my fingers. Granted, they were my clothes 
since his would no longer fit him, but the shirt was just 
like every Ralph Lauren I’d ever bought him. “Joe, 
there’s nothing wrong with the shirt.” 

“I don’t want to wear it.” 

“Did Gabriel say something?” 

He stared at the floor. “No.” 

| dropped the shirt and stepped up to Joe. Toe to 

toe with him, | cupped a hand under his chin and made 
him look at me. “Now look me in the eye and tel me he 
didn’t say something.” 

“He didn’t say anything.” 

| hadn’t expected that. | hadn’t expected Joe not 

to want to wear the shirt. Maybe there was another 
reason. “Are you afraid of what Pavel wil think?” 


“No. I’m not afraid of what anyone wil think. | 


just don’t want to wear the shirt.” 

“Or the pants.” | made it a statement. 

Joe sighed and his shoulders slumped. “It itches. It 

al itches. | don’t want to wear anything, to tel you the 
truth. The jeans are at least tolerable.” 

| glanced down. Jeans? While blue in color, they 

were more cheesecloth than anything else. There was a 
gaping hole so close to the groin | actualy worried 
about Joe faling out. Apparently he didn’t. Neither did 
Gabriel. He had a few pairs with even less fabric. 

| dropped my forehead against Joe’s and slid my 

hand to the back of his head. Locks of silky hair slipped 
between my fingers. Hair that had once been so dark 
brown it was almost black and now was a 

kaleidoscope of reds, burnt browns, and deep bronze. 
“Tay, please don’t be mad.” 

“I’m not.” | wasn’t. | was just... confused. “I just 

feel so useless.” | think Joe was as surprised about 
what I said as | was. 


“Useless?” 


“Yeah, | can’t....” | swalowed. Hard. “Feed you. 

| can’t take care of you or keep you safe or whatever. 
I’m just here and in the way.” 

Joe sighed. “You’re not useless.” 

“Į feel like it. | just want....” What we used to 

have. When al he needed was me. When things were 
normal. When he was normal. | didn’t say any of that 
because | knew it would break his heart al over again. 
“Į just want to make you happy.” 

Joe slid a hand around my waist, up my back, and 
pressed himself against me. He exhaled an inhumanly 
warm breath against my neck, and his lips teased my 
pulse. “You do make me happy.” 

“But you don’t want your clothes.” | barely heard 

the no. “Is there anything you want, then, anything | can 
do?” 

Joe’s purr kicked up. While | might one day get 

used to not having to stoop to kiss him, | was sure I’d 
never get used to the sounds he made now. 


Against my neck, Joe said, “I’d kil for a vanila 


coffee and one of those cream-filed bear claws.” 

Okay, that shouldn’t have been so funny, but it 

was. | stepped back. “Then we’l go get you one.” His 
eyes widened, and | said, “What?” 

“Gabriel won't approve.” 

Jesus fucking Christ. “So?” 

“He’l say no.” 

“About going two blocks down to a convenience 

store for a cup of coffee and a pastry?” 

Joe glanced at the closed bedroom door, then 

back at me. | grabbed up the shirt and shoved myself 
into it. “We’re going.” | sat down to pul on socks, and 
Joe watched me like I’d sprung a second head. 
“Goddamn it, you’re a grown man. You can make your 
own choices. If you want a damn bear claw, you should 
be able to eat one!” 

| snagged my shoes out from the edge of the bed 

and shoved my feet into them. Joe watched me, 
chewing on his bottom lip. | held out my hand. It was a 


moment or two before he took it, but when he did | 


decided no one, not even Gabriel, was going to stop me 
from taking him down the street. 

| led the way out of the bedroom and across the 

dingy living room. From his seat on the recliner, Gabriel 
said, “Going somewhere?” 

| stopped and glanced back at him. He was 

reading a magazine. Or at least turning the pages while 
he stared at it. | said, “Yeah, down the road. There’s a 
convenience store that sels doughnuts, and Joe wants 
one.” 

Gabriel closed the magazine and stood up. 

No, | take that back. He didn’t just stand up. He 

flowed, rippled, and moved in a way that was a clear as 
day flaunt as to how inhuman he was. How much 
stronger, faster. 

Better. 

His mouth curled and his eyes gleamed when he 
stepped in front of me. “Joe is not alowed outside the 
Zone.” 


| blinked. It wasn’t a no. “It’s just two blocks 


down, maybe three, so it’s not even the Fringe.” 

“But it’s close.” 

“The Fringe is stil the Zone.” 

“The Fringe isn’t safe.” 

“And the Zone is? You’re the one who gave me 
explicit instructions not to get out of my car this 
morning, for any reason, because the ferals could eat 
me.” 
“| didn’t forget what | said. You left when it was 

dark, and that’s when they hunt. The ferals respect 
Taboo. They won’t try to take what isn’t theirs.” 

“Yeah, wel, it’s daylight now, so we should be 

Safe.” 

| waited for Gabriel to argue, but he didn’t. And 

even though his expression didn’t change, the way he 
looked at me, looked through me, did. | suddenly felt as 
naked and exposed as | had the first time | held Joe 
while he fed. 

| tugged at the colar of my shirt because it felt too 


smal now. Like a noose. 


Gabriel moved closer and his exhale brushed 

across my cheek. He slid a hand around the back of my 
head and rubbed his temple against the one side of my 
face, then the other. I’d seen him do that to Joe, and I’d 
seen Pavel do it to both of them. But this was the first 
time anyone had done it to me. It made me feel very 
strange, almost dizzy with an odd kind of euphoria. 
Gabriel stepped back. “Take care of him.” 

“Of course I’l....” | glanced up, but Gabriel 

wasn’t looking at me. He was looking at Joe. 

Joe said, “I wil.” 

| stepped back. Joe took my hand and puled me 

out the door. 

We were halfway down the staircase of death 

when I asked, “What the hel was that?” 

Joe stopped, which meant | had to stop. The 

metal stairs gave a plaintive moan. | should have kept 
my mouth shut until we were on the ground. “What?” 

| jabbed a thumb over my shoulder. “Him. That.” | 


flapped a hand. “Whatever that was.” My fingers went 


to my temple. | don’t know what | was looking for. 
Flesh, blood. Hel, why not? It seemed like everything 
associated with Kin was covered in it. Or at least 
stained by it. 

Joe took my hand again and puled me to the 

bottom of the steps. He didn’t stop again until we were 
beside the car. | got my keys out, but | didn’t pop the 
locks. | hated these long stretches of silence | got from 
Joe now, where | knew he was working hard to choose 
his words. 

When I couldn’t stand it anymore, | said, “Talk to 

me, Joe.” 

“He’s just worried about you.” 

| barked a laugh. “Yeah, right. Gabriel worried 

about me.” | hit the keyless entry. The look Joe gave 
me sobered al the humor right out of me. “What?” 

He went around to the passenger side and got in. 
When | slid behind the wheel, | prompted Joe one more 
time. 


He sighed. “You’re Human.” 


| made a face. | hated how he said the word. Like 

it was a fucking disease. “So?” 

“You're breakable.” 

“Breakable?” 

“You get hurt easy and you don’t heal, and he 

doesn’t want anything to happen to you.” 

“So he scrubs the side of his head on my face to 

do what? Give me superpowered Kin healing?” | 
jammed the key into the ignition and the car hummed to 
life. 

“No, he scent-marked you. Just in case we run 

into any other Lesser-Breds or Males. He wants them 
to know you're taken.” 

| hit the gas too hard and almost nailed a car up on 
blocks next to the curb. | jerked the Suzuki back into 
the center of the street. Lucky for me, my car was the 
only one in running condition currently using the road. 
| slowed to a crawl. “You want to run that by me 
again?” 


“I’m not strong enough to keep you by myself.” 


“So what? Gabriel is staking some sort of claim or 
something?” ’Cause the other Lesser-Bred hated me. 
The feeling was mutual, but stil. 

“No. Gabriel wears Pavel’s scent. More than me, 
because Pavel feeds him.” 

“Which means what?” 

“That you're kept by Pavel.” 

Kept by Pavel. “I’m not kept by anyone, Joe. I’m 

not a dog to be owned.” When Joe didn’t respond, | 
glanced at him. He had his face turned toward the 
window. “Did you hear me?” 

“Yes.” 

“Good, then you can tel Pavel | don’t need his 

scent. | don’t want his scent.” Another thought struck 
me when | puled up to the four-way with the lopsided 
stop sign. “And how do you know al this? You didn’t 
know shit about the inhuman before.” | squeezed the 
steering wheel, and the leather cover creaked. 

Joe did look at me then. The sensation of cool 


calculation might have been because | wasn’t used to 


the new color of his eyes, but something in my gut 
warned me that wasn’t the case. What | was seeing 
was a Side of Joe which hadn’t been there before. Or 
maybe a side I’d just never noticed. 

| put my gaze back on the road and made a right. 

Joe said, “I know these things because Gabriel 

talks to me. Pavel does too. Sort of.” 

“When?” 

“What?” 

“When the hel does he talk to you, because | 

never see him do it?” If Joe told me they had some sort 
of Vulcan mind meld thing, | was realy going to pop my 
top. 

“Usualy when you’re asleep. Sometimes | go in 

the kitchen and we share a meal and talk.” 

The only other time they could be talking was 

when Gabriel fed him. But | avoided that topic with 
more care than Joe took choosing his words. Talk 

about the pot caling the kettle black. 


| don’t know how | didn’t know about him staying 


up to talk to them at night. Normaly | was a light 
sleeper. Granted, I’d been under a lot of stress lately. 
Come to think of it, | felt tired most of the time. Like | 
was being drained or something. 

| glanced in the rearview mirror. The gray color of 

my eyes looked paler than usual, courtesy of the dark 
circles under them. | could only imagine what | looked 
like to the three supermodels | was currently living with. 
| went back to concentrating on my driving. 

Several blocks out in front of us, life seemed to 
reappear in the street. Unlike the Zone, the Fringe was 
booming. | mean, it wasn’t downtown Atlanta, but there 
were a variety of shops, restaurants, supply stores. | 
knew the prices were what drew people in. No sales 
tax, combined with the cheap overhead, made for great 
deals. 

The corporate office had tried to argue with the 

city about the whole no sales tax situation, saying it was 
unfair and it alowed other establishments to undercut 


the franchise located close to the outskirts of the Fringe. 


| mean, who’s going to pay six bucks for our product 
when they can go another block and get it for fifty 
cents? 

The city told the district head that if he wanted 

those benefits, he should move the store locations to the 
inside. There were more than enough abandoned 
buildings waiting for occupancy. 

No one ever said anything about it after that. | 

guess faling-down buildings, busted-up sidewalks, and 
iffy power wasn’t worth the profit margin. 

| started to pul into the smal gas station but 

noticed a pastry shop marked by tables with big red 
umbrelas another block down, where the Fringe 
started. They’d have bear claws, coffee, and it could 
only be better than what the convenience store had to 
offer. 

“Wait! You missed it!” Joe sounded like he was 

going to hyperventilate. 

“I’m not going there.” 


“But you told Gabriel—” 


“Fuck Gabriel.” 

“Tay, please, he’l be pissed. You told him we 

were just going to get doughnuts.” 

| cussed another stream under my breath. “We 

are.” | pointed. “See. Bakery. They’! have better stuff 
than a gas station.” | had to park in the aley because 
the curb along the front was covered up in street 
venders. 

“There are people out there.” 

“Yeah, so?” 

“Gabriel wouldn’t want us going around groups of 
Humans unless we're with Pavel. He says it can be 
dangerous.” 

“You're with me, Joe. No one’s going to bother 

you.” | popped the door and got out. 

Joe stayed in the car. The look on his face made 

me think of sad puppies behind the glass of pet shop 
windows. 

| opened his door. “C’mon.” 


“Tay...” 


“We're stil technicaly inside the Zone. The gas 

station is less than half a block away. And if anyone 
bothers you, l'I handle it.” 

“What if Gabriel finds out?” 

“If you don’t say anything, he’l never know.” 

Joe slid a leg out of the door. He scanned the 
sidewalk up the block. It was warm enough that al the 
outside tables were occupied and people crowded the 
to-go window of the café next door. My stomach 
growled, tempted by the scent of bacon, eggs, and 
fresh coffee. 

Joe licked his lips. “Smels good.” 

Boy howdy, did it. Much better than the daily 

menu Pavel offered us. Eggs, milk, more eggs, meat— 
which I refused to touch due to recent develooments— 
more milk, and on occasion, cheese. 

| didn’t realize how badly I’d been missing normal 
edible food until now. Apparently neither did Joe. 

| held the door wider. “C’mon.” 


Joe climbed out of the car. “You swear you won't 


tel him?” 

| roled my eyes. “Trust me, | won’t breathe a 

word.” 

We had to weave in and out of the tables and 

chairs to get to the bakery shop door. | held it open for 
Joe and he went in. | folowed. There wasn’t much of a 
line, but the tables on the inside were about as packed 
as the ones on the sidewalk. After the two people in 
front of us got their order, | stepped up to the counter. 
“Coffee, two glazed, and a bagel with extra cream 
cheese.” Yeah, | was hungry. | looked at Joe. “What 

do you want?” 

He eyed the bear claws, then the chocolate 

éclairs. “Can | get six?” 

“Six bear claws?” 

“Six of each, bear claws and éclairs. And a large 

milk.” 

| wasn’t even going to ask him how he could eat 

so much, ‘cause ever since his Shift, eating seemed to 


be al he did. Wel, at least when he wasn’t doing the 


other. After relaying the order, | dug out my walet and 
paid. We waited for the clerk to get our food together. 
After | put my walet back, | noticed Joe staring 

out the front window. | folowed his gaze. There was a 
group of guys laughing and cutting up. One of them 
looked right at me, pumped his hand in front of his 
mouth, and made a bulge in his cheek with his tongue. 
They could have been from the local colege or maybe 
the neighborhood. Either way, they practically had 
asshole stamped on their foreheads. 

Like I said, Joe always seemed to attract trouble. 

To Joe, | said, “Ignore them.” Our tray of goodies was 
pushed across the counter just in time, and we found a 
table near the back. | tested the spindly-legged chair 
before | sat down. 

When Joe’s gaze wandered back in the direction 

of the window, | leaned into his line of sight. “Seriously, 
you don’t have anything to worry about.” 

“I know.” Joe’s gaze flicked to me. In the past, 


when things like this happened, he had worn a hurt 


expression. Not this time. | couldn’t put a word to what 

| saw in his face, but it wasn’t fear or weakness. 
Whatever it was didn’t last. His interest fel back 

on his plate, and he picked up a doughnut and bit into it. 
| drank my coffee. 

Around a large bite of his third éclair, Joe asked, 

“Did you ever get in touch with your boss at work?” 
Yeah, Dave finaly caled me back. | wouldn’t say 

our conversation yielded much of a solution. | tried to 
think of a way to tel Joe without lighting up the 
atmosphere with the smel of dirty socks. “Not realy.” 
There, short and simple. 

“You're in trouble, aren’t you?” 

| don’t know if Joe read it in my scent or my face. 

Either way, | was SOL. “No....” His nose wrinkled. “l 
mean, not like you think. I’m not fired or anything. Dave 
wasn’t happy, and we exchanged a few choice words.” 
Like obligation, being a team player, and a few 
questions about my ability to perform my duty. Trying 


to explain to him | had a family matter was pointless. To 


Dave, the only “family” came in high-priced suits and 
bled cappuccino. | pinched part of my uneaten 
doughnut between my fingers, imagining it as Dave’s 
pointy little head. 

“Tay?” 

| stuffed the mutilated pastry in my mouth and 
chewed. Drank some coffee. Chewed some more. The 
look on Joe’s face said he was not going to let this go. | 
said, “Dave says | can have five more days, and then | 
have to come in or pack up.” 

“What about your vacation time?” 

“Apparently the word ‘vacation’ is open to 
interpretation. To me it means time off; to Dave it 
means me not clocking in but stil showing up to do the 
work.” Joe made a face. “Exactly.” 

“What are you going to do?” 

| shrugged. “l'I cut back on my hours.” 

“How wil you afford the apartment?” 

“PI sel it.” 


“But you love that place.” 


Yeah, | did. But | loved him more. “Things 

change.” Joe was quiet. | sighed. “Look, the reality is 
we don’t need it. If you have to stay with Pavel and 
Gabriel, then what’s the use if it’s going to sit empty? 
l'I move our stuff into their place and let it go.” 

His foot touched the top of my loafers. His warm 

toes slid under the cuff of my pants. “Thanks.” 

| shrugged. “I know it’s not much.” In other 

words, it wasn’t what he realy wanted. “I’m trying, 
Joe. I am. I want you to know that. Maybe one day—” 
A bite of doughnut got stuck in my throat, and | had to 
wash it down with a swalow of coffee. “You know, 
maybe one day l'I get better at it al.” | could only hope 
| wouldn’t have to explain myself. 

The look in his eyes told me he knew exactly what 

| meant. “It’s hard for you, | understand.” 

“No, hard is going to be getting the flat screen up 
those steps.” 

“What about the couch?” 


“Screw the couch, | want my surround sound.” 


Joe laughed. It was a sound so familiar and warm 

| could almost believe the past two weeks had never 
happened. | wondered if this was realy going to work. 
Then | told myself it had to. Thing was, now when | 
thought about what Joe wanted from me, it wasn’t like 
hitting a brick wal. | didn’t know what it meant, and | 
was scared to ask. 

We were stil deciding on where to put the 

furniture when we dumped our tray into the garbage. 
Joe said, “I’m going to hit the bathroom before we go.” 
| puled out my car keys. “l'I bring the car around 

then and meet you out front.” He nodded and 
disappeared toward the back. | went out the door. 
Outside, the front sidewalk was even more 

crowded than before, thanks to a street band and the 
people listening to them play. | had to admit they 
sounded pretty good. | wondered if they did gigs here 
often. If so, maybe Joe and | could come back and 
listen when we had more time. Today was out of the 


question. Knowing Gabriel, if we took too long, he’d 


come looking for us. Then he’d have a dragon-size 
hissy fit because we wandered out of the front yard. 
The keys in my hand made a firm chunk to the 

center of my palm as | swung them around my finger. 
Behind me, the song ended, and the crowd cheered. 
The sounds made me think of the time Joe and | went 
to a concert at Piedmont Park. | couldn’t even 
remember who was playing, but then, my mind had 
been on other things at the time. 

| was almost to the car when movement out of the 
corner of my eye caught my attention. My first thought 
was Joe, but then | turned. It was the four guys from the 
table in front of the bakery. One minute | was standing 
there with my keys out; the next there was a hand over 
my mouth and something sharp was jabbed into my 
neck. The burn and the sudden dizziness knocked me 
off-balance, and | was hauled into the aley between 
two buildings. 

A punch to the gut shoved al the air out of my 


lungs, ending any attempt to yel. Someone yanked my 


head back. The wide, hard grin of a guy with a blond 
crew cut filed my view. 

“Wel, now, aren’t you just a pleasant surprise? 

We don’t normaly see white bread like you on this side 
of the Fringe.” 

| got an arm loose and took a swing. It was shitty 

at best, but | almost clocked Crew Cut before his 
buddies could get my arm around my back. Crew Cut 
patted my cheek, and someone else shoved me into the 
side of the building. The entire side of my face stung 
with the impact. 

My pockets were turned out and | was relieved of 

my walet. Crew Cut’s face came into view again, and 
he made a show of reading my license. “Taylor 
Simmons. According to this, you live downtown.” He 
put my license under his nose and inhaled. “Mmm, 
smels like money to me.” Crew Cut laughed, and so 
did his friends. 

My credit cards spun past my head as Crew Cut 


plucked them out one after other and flicked them to 


the ground. “Lots of plastic. Always a good sign.” After 
he pocketed the cash, he tossed away my walet. Crew 
Cut tapped his chin and made a thinking sound. “You 
got family? Parents stil alive? So tel me, White Bread, 
how much do you think you’re worth? Twenty, sixty, a 
hundred grand? | love nice round numbers with lots of 
zeroes. Don’t you?” 

| blinked a couple of times, then shook my head. 

It felt heavy, fuzzy, and it made it hard to think. “What 
are you talking about?” One of the other guys peeled 
me off the wal and made me stand in front of Crew 
Cut. He leaned in close, grinning wide and flashing 
white, human teeth. Somehow his grin was a hel of a lot 
scarier than anything Gabriel had ever dished out. 
Crew Cut touched the top of my head, my cheek. 

| noticed an interlocking design tattooed on his wrist. 
His thumb teased my lips, and | tried to jerk away. The 
attempt earned me a punch to the ribs. Crew Cut’s 
hand went lower. He plucked at the front of my shirt, 


then bumped my left shoe with his like he was kicking a 


set of tires on a Car. 

He said, “Nice clothes, expensive haircut, pretty 

face. Yeah, | bet Mommy and Daddy wil break the 

bank to get this one back. So tel me, do you suck al 
dick, or just wyrm fodder?” 

“Fuck yo—” An openhanded smack to the back 

of my head made me see stars, and a chorus of laughter 
folowed. 

Crew Cut clicked his tongue. “Such language and 

from a white-bread city boy like you. What would your 
parents think?” He hocked a mouthful of phlegm, and it 
Slapped me on the side of the cheek when he spit. 
“Mac, truss him up. Bobby, go get the van and bring it 
around.” 

My face connected with the wal again. Truss me 

up? Van? This could not be good. | was pretty sure | 
knew what kind of people these were now. Flesh 
traders. | mean, I’d heard stories, but I’d never seen 
one. But then again, it wasn’t like they walked the 


streets wearing signs around their necks. With Atlanta 


having the second-largest wyrm population in the US, it 
only made sense. There were wealthy Kin wiling to pay 
for Human flesh and blood, just like there were Humans 
wiling to buy sex. 

But to be honest, I’d always kind of brushed it off 

like some overblown urban legend. 

Until now. 

Just when | didn’t think things could get any 

worse, | heard Joe say my name, and my heart shot into 
my throat. | strained against the hands holding me down 
and was able to turn my head just enough to see him 
standing at the end of the aley. Oh God, no. | shouted, 
“Go, Joey, leave. Now!” 

He raised his gaze, scanning the four men. | 

expected him to run. | wanted him to run. But he took a 
step forward and said, “Let him go.” 

Whichever of the goons had my right arm pinned 
answered Joe, “Back off, wyrm fodder, date’s over. 
We're taking over from here.” 


Joe said, “He belongs.” 


Like magic, those two words brought al the 

activity to a grinding halt. The guy at my back eased up 
on his push-and-shove routine enough that my face was 
no longer mashed into the wal. Joe took another step 
closer. His eyes met mine. 

Crew Cut asked, “You belong?” 

Belong? | wasn’t even sure what that meant. Or 

maybe | did and the cotton in my head was just making 
it difficult for me to remember. The two guys behind me 
jerked me off the wal again and cranked my arms up 
behind my back. Crew grabbed the front of my shirt 
and yanked. Buttons ticked off the wal and hit the 
ground. His large hands accosted my right shoulder, 
then the left. 

He shook his head. “Yeah, | didn’t think so. You 

don’t have the /ook.” 

Guy on my right said, “What if it’s not his 

shoulder? Better to be safe than sorry. Last thing we 
need is a wyrm knocking on our door.” 


Crew Cut stepped back and frowned. “Carl, get 


his pants.” 

Carl grabbed the front of my slacks and | threw 

out a kick. | made contact with one of them in the leg, 
hard enough to earn a punch to the face for it. White- 
hot fire exploded between my eyes, and | tasted blood. 
Joe started up the aley. “Stop! Leave him alone.” 

It was way too close, dangerously close. | don’t 

know where the guy in the red shirt got the metal pipe. | 
guess it could have been off the ground. The aley was 
ful of a lot of shit. Or maybe he’d been carrying it al 
along and | just hadn’t noticed. Either way, he had it, 
and he used it. The piece of steel connected with the 
side of Joe’s head with a sharp crack, sending him 
stumbling back, where he colapsed into a pile of 
garbage bags. 

A surge of adrenaline almost got me free, and it 

took al of them to hold me back. | screamed Joe’s 
name, but he didn’t move. 

Another kidney punch made my stomach rol and 


my legs go weak. Two of the men shoved me to the 


ground. | bucked in one final attempt to get some 
leverage, and a boot came down on my right hand, 
Smashing my fingers into the asphalt. 

“Carl, get his pants down, now!” 

They grabbed me, ripped open my pants, and 

yanked them my feet, along with my boxers. They 
puled my knees apart as far as the fabric hobble 
around my ankles would alow. One of them actualy 
picked up my bal sack and puled it to the side. 

The guy assisting Crew Cut slapped me on the hip 

like a piece of livestock. “He’s clean. Wyrm fodder 

was obviously lying.” 

“Now why would he do that?” Crew Cut looked 

me up and down, but not in a sexual way, more like 
someone admiring a prize. He grabbed my jaw with his 
large hands, and he forced my head around. | was 
trying to see Joe, but the three stooges and their faithful 
leader blocked my view. “I’m talking to you, White 
Bread. Wyrm fodder sweet on you, maybe? Or you 


him? Seein’ how you like doin’ the nasty with the 


monsters.” 

“You son of a bitch! Let me go!” | puled with 

everything | had and accomplished nothing. The two 
men pinning my arms to the ground flipped me over on 
my stomach. They forced my hands together, and 
something thin wrapped around them and cut into my 
Skin with a zipping sound. Someone else wrapped a rag 
around my mouth next, muffling the stream of curses | 
doled out. 

One of them was in the process of puling me to 

my feet when a bloodcurdling scream sent me flailing 
and kicking. This time the hands holding me let go. 
Pants around my ankles, hands zip-tied behind my 
back, | could only go one way: down. The ground 
connected with the side of my head, and everything 
went fuzzy for a second. Then | thought | was seeing 
things. Joe stood in the center of the aley, a mouth ful 
of teeth distorting his face. A smear of blood matted his 
hair down on one side, adding some serious gruesome 


to al the scary. He growled, and the sound made every 


hair on my body stand on end. 

Crew Cut slipped a hand under his flannel shirt. It 
came up enough for me to see the black outline of a 
smal-caliber gun. | jacked back my legs and double- 
barrel mule kicked him in the knee. It snapped to the 
side and he went down face-first. Joe lunged at Crew 
Cut, and his three mobile buddies took off down the 
aley to the street. | guess it’s true what they say about 
there being no honor among thieves. 

When Crew Cut went for his gun again, Joe 

Snapped his arm. It happened so quick | barely even 
saw it. | saw the blood, though, and the bone as it 
ripped through the mangled remains of his limb. 

Joe loomed over Crew Cut. His entire body 

rippled with untapped metaphysical power. The scales 
on his side fluttered with a dry crackling sound. He 
brought his arm down in the middle of Crew Cut’s 
chest, shoving him flat to the asphalt. Joe leaned in, 
head cocked, mouth gaping open. Teeth down, eyes 


solid gold, he looked every bit the monster poluting his 


family gene pool. 

Al the color leached out of Crew Cut’s face. 

Sweat popped out along his skin, adding the stench of 
fear to natural garbage odor of the aley. Joe flicked his 
tongue out and lapped at the air like he was sampling 
something sweet. He rocked his hips, and I could tel he 
was hard behind his jeans. 

It dawned on me then what Gabriel realy meant 

about fear making Humans smel like food. Food 
pronounced with that odd whirr. Not just substance but 
prey, game, something fun to kil and rip apart. 

Crew Cut made one last attempt to throw Joe off, 

but he didn’t stand a chance. Joe’s hand blurred when 
he smacked the man’s fist away. Then he had Crew 
Cut by the throat. 

The flesh trader was going to die. | knew it, felt it. 

| don’t know why, but Crew Cut’s turned his gaze to 
me, pleading, begging. And while he might have been 
wiling to hurt me moments ago, do terrible things to me, 


it didn’t change the fact he was stil a Human being, and 


no one deserved to die like this. 

| scraped my face against the ground, making my 
already raw cheek burn even more. | spit and pushed 
the gag with my tongue, and it roled down low enough 
for me to talk. 

“Joe!” He didn’t seem to hear me. “Joe, look at 

me.” His jaw ticked and his muscles jumped; then he 
slowly turned his head in my direction. When his 
draconian gaze met mine, my heart rate jumped and the 
muscles in my legs burned with the need to propel me 
somewhere Safe. | told myself I’d seen Joe like this 
before, when he fed, but that wasn’t true. This Joe, this 
feral, animalistic, brutal Joe, was nothing like the man | 
had held. 

To tel the truth, nothing about him at the moment 
looked remotely Human. 

| swalowed back the bile burning its way up my 

throat. “Joe, Joey, come on. Just leave him. He’s not 
going to bother us now.” 


Crew Cut must have moved, or maybe he just 


breathed too hard. Whatever he did caught Joe’s 
attention again, and he jerked his head around. A nasty 
growl echoed off the aleyway wals. Crew Cut burst 

into tears and shut his eyes. 

“Joe! Damn it! Joe, look at me!” He did. “It’s time 

for us to go. We need to go. Please, Joe. | need you to 
get me loose, help me stand up. Please, Joe. Please.” 
For a minute there | thought he was going to ignore me, 
or worse, decide | was easier prey since the trussing up 
had already been done. But then he blinked and more 
color bled into the gold of his cruel gaze, and his teeth 
withdrew. Joe didn’t actualy change shape except for 
his teeth, but he stil seemed to visualy shrink in front of 
me, going back to the beautiful, exotic man he’d 
become and leaving the nightmare behind. 

Joe climbed off Crew Cut and hurried over. He 

dropped to his knees beside me. “Jesus, Tay, your 
face.” 

As soon as he said that, a sharp ache began 


stabbing me in the back of the eyes. “Forget about it, 


just....” | turned so he could get to my wrists pinned to 
my back. 

“Hold stil.” Joe leaned forward. | felt the brush of 

his lips. The plastic snapped and | was free. When Joe 
sat up, he puled a piece of black plastic from his mouth 
and tossed it aside. | grabbed my pants and yanked 
them up. Joe hooked a hand under my arm and puled 
me to my feet. | was shaking so hard | couldn’t button 
my slacks. Joe tried to fix them for me, but the button 
had been torn off. At least the zipper stil worked. 

As soon as | was sure my clothes weren’t going to 

fal off, | took off in the direction of the car. When | got 
there, | didn’t have any keys to open the damn doors. 
They were stil in the aley, probably lost in the garbage 
or down a storm drain. | needed to go and look for 
them. 

The burst of music and laughter from up the street 
made me jump. Had any of them heard the commotion? 
And if they did, had any of them cared? 


Flesh dealers. Real flesh dealers. My gaze shot 


across the road, and | scanned the storefronts of two 
burned-out buildings where the shadows were thick and 
there were more than enough places for people to hide. 
The other three men had taken off. Were they out there 
waiting? Would they bring reinforcements? 

“Tay?” Joe touched my arm, and | almost 

screamed. Joe petted my shoulders, my neck, then 
puled me close and covered me in warmth. “Hey, it’s 
Okay.” 

Okay? How the hel could it be okay? My eyes 

burned and my chest squeezed tight. When my face 
brushed Joe’s, | felt the sticky mess on the side of his 
head. | puled back so | could examine the wound. 

Joe said, “I’m fine.” 

“He hit you.” 

“And | heal.” 

His fingers brushed my nose, and the spike 

throbbing in my skul shot right through the back of my 
head. “Fuck!” 


“| think it’s broken.” 


Anything hurting like this had to be broken. | 

nodded; then | promptly burst into tears. 

Joe guided me over to the curb and helped me sit 
down. “Tay....” 

| tried to wipe my eyes and found a new pain in 

my right hand. When | looked, one of my fingers was 
crooked. As nasty as it looked, it didn’t hurt nearly as 
bad as my face. Joe licked my cheek. The action jerked 
my attention back to him. 

He smiled. “I want you to stay right here.” 

“Stay here? Where are you going?” 

“To get the keys.” 

| looked back in the direction of the aley. Seeing 

the narrow, shadowed space, | felt five years old again 
and infected with the fear of bogeymen hiding in the 
dark corners of my room. Who would have ever 
known they could be real? Joe said my name, and | 
turned back around. 

He said, “Stay here.” 


| squeezed his arm. “What if they come back?” 


“| don’t think they wil, and if they do, l'I hear 

them.” He moved to stand up. 

“Don’t leave.” 

“I have to get the keys. It’l only take a minute. If 

you see anyone, even across the street, just cal me and 
l'I be here in seconds.” 

| wanted to tel him | didn’t care. | just didn’t want 

to be left alone. My mind struggled to find any argument 
to keep Joe there with me. When he was on his feet, | 
said, “What did you mean when you said | belong?” 
“Belong.” There was the emphasis again. Only this 

time it was slightly different, less whirr and more weight. 
“Let me get the car keys, Tay.” Joe pried my fingers 


from his wrist and headed back into the aley. 


—@MCHAPTER 16 


Chapter 16 


WHILE | knew Joe was only gone for a couple of 
minutes, it might as wel have been hours. Every laugh 
or note of music up the block, every bit of trash 
skittering across the street, made me jump. | saw flesh 
dealers everywhere. Only in my mind, they’d been 
transformed from the average street-dweling asshole to 
ten-foot-tal ogres, complete with yelowed broken 
teeth and bloodshot eyes. 

It was ridiculous. | told myself how ridiculous it 

was. And yet they were there, in every crack and 
corner, where daylight failed to reach. | shut my eyes 
and wiled my body to quit shaking, for my gut to 
unclench. 

“Tay?” 

The sound of Joe’s voice made me jerk back. He 
caught me before | could topple over. | blinked against 


the late-morning sun that backlit him into a darkened 


figure. My brain had fun with that too, superimposing 
nasty teeth and hard gold eyes. 

He pressed something cool into my hand. My 

fingers closed around it. The keys. 

“Can you drive?” 

Could I? | didn’t answer. | was afraid if | opened 

my mouth, the only sounds I'd be able to make were 
sobbing noises and smal helpless whimpers. Joe puled 
me to my feet, and the ghosts of strange hands brushed 
against my thighs and my privates. One step and | 
realized why. My boxers were al skewed and only 

puled halfway up, jammed them around my thighs while 
the crotch of my trousers tried to push everything back 
into place. | tried to fix them, but the broken fingers on 
my right hand were so swolen | couldn’t get them 

down the front of my pants. 

Joe put something in my other hand, then quickly 
straightened out my clothes while I blinked at the smal 
leather square | held and waited for my brain to catch 


up. My walet. | opened it up. The cards had been 


replaced, my license, even my cash. 

He led me around the passenger side. | didn’t 

resist when he pushed me in and took the keys. A 
moment later Joe was behind the wheel. It took him 
two tries before he found the right key. The engine 
turned over, and the sound made every muscle want to 
rip clean off my bones. 

A gentle pressure on my thigh made me open my 
eyes. Joe petted me up and down before putting his 
hand on the steering wheel. “It’s okay.” 

| nodded. 

“I think you may be in shock.” 

| nodded again. Shock sounded better than the 
alternative. Scared shitless. And I was. I’d never been 
so helpless in my life as I’d been just moments ago. 
Helpless, defenseless. God help me, did Joe go through 
this every time he’d been brutalized in school? | stared 
at him in wonder, trying to get my mind around how 
he’d ever survived. Survived and not falen apart. 


Because just one time on the receiving end and | was in 


a milion pieces. 

Joe guided the car out into the street, moving way 

too slow. Of course, at this point anything under a 
hundred would have been too slow for me. Our 
passage into the Zone was marked by the 
disappearance of cafés and smal shops and the 
reappearance of burned-out warehouses and crumbling 
apartments. Joe slowed down to a crawl as the road 
became almost impassible in front of the brick building 
where Pavel and Gabriel dictated we live. 

Joe puled up in front of a leaking fire hydrant and 

cut the engine. 

| didn’t want to get out. | don’t think he did either. 

Joe scanned the double steel doors before he leaned 
forward and upward at the large row of boarded-up 
windows. | glanced too but didn’t see anyone watching 
us through what smal amount of glass there was to see 
through. 

| said, “l'I tel him it was my fault.” 


Joe dropped his to his chest and he sighed. 


“C'mon.” He got out. 

When | tried to folow, | banged my bad hand. 

The burst of pain triggered the one in my face. “Fuck, 
fuck, fuck!” | cradled my limb against my chest. 
Another stream of tears squeezed out. My door opened 
and Joe reached in. He wrapped one arm around my 
back and pretty much lifted me out of the seat. “I can 
walk.” 

“No, you can’t.” 

| wanted to pul away just to prove him wrong. 

Thing was, he wasn’t wrong. The adrenaline I'd felt 
earlier was long gone, and what replaced it was pain. 
New aches began to register on parts of my body | 
rarely even thought about. 

Joe pushed the car door closed. | realized I'd left 

my walet lying on the seat and tried to go back for it. 
“Leave it, Tay.” 

“Someone wil steal it.” 

“No, they won't.” 


“At least lock it.” 


Joe sighed. “I left the keys in the ignition.” 
“Jesus, Joe—” 

“No one wil touch your car. We’re on the inside 
now.” 
Inside the Zone. Where there were monsters who 

ate flesh and blood but didn’t break into cars or houses, 
because that was Taboo. 

| laughed; then | cried. Joe gave me a Sad look, 

then left me propped on the hood of the car. He went 
back for the keys and my walet, which he stuffed into 
his pocket. He stil didn’t lock the doors. | gave up on 
complaining and let him help me up the stairs. | made it 
a third of the way before | was breathing hard and 
Shaking. A deep chil bloomed in my chest. Al | wanted 
to do was lie down and close my eyes. 

Joe picked me up and took the steps two ata time 

to the top. He put me down to get the door. When he 
moved to scoop me up again, | said, “I can walk.” 

He frowned but didn’t argue. | puled away and 


hobbled into the apartment. 


Al | could think about was getting to our bedroom 

and faling into the shitty, lumpy poor excuse for a bed. 
| was almost there when Gabriel came from the other 
room. He took one look at me, then Joe. Joe’s gaze hit 
the floor. 

Gabriel jerked his head back toward his room. 

“Joey, go.” 

| said, “It wasn’t his fault.” 

Joe’s eyes met mine, and Gabriel growled. “Don’t 
make me tel you again, Joe. My room, now!” 

| took a few steps in Gabriel’s direction, maybe to 

go after Joe, maybe just to get in the other Lesser- 
Bred’s face. Either way it was the wrong thing to do. 
The room tipped, and I attempted to throw out a hand 
to catch myself. My messed-up fingers hit the wal, and 
| jerked back, which made me lose my balance. The 
floor-to-ass contact jarred my spine and shot a new 
wave of pain through my body. | didn’t think it was 
possible to hurt this much. I’d been in my share of 


fights, had black eyes, busted lips, bruised ribs. | don’t 


know why this had been any different. 

Except maybe it wasn’t just my body that had 

been kicked to shit, but my pride. 

Gabriel knelt down and helped me up. “C’mon, 

let’s get you get cleaned up.” 

| tried to pul away. “I’m fine.” 

“You're not fine. You're a mess.” He opened the 

door to my bedroom and steered me across the room. | 
watched the bed disappear when he closed bathroom 
door. Gabriel lowered me to the edge of the tub. “Can 
you sit here on your own for a minute?” 

“I told you, I’m fine.” 

“lI take that as a yes.” He left. 

While Gabriel was gone, I took stock in the mess 
formerly known as Taylor Simmons. My clothes were 
toast, my hands toastier. | stared at the bent fingers, 
wondering how they were ever going to be usable 
again. When had they been broken? | think when the 
guy stepped on my hand. | couldn’t be too sure; 


everything happened so fast. | noticed that one of my 


shoes was gone. Great. | hadn’t brought an extra pair. 
| thought about making a trip back to the 

apartment, but | didn’t have the energy to get very far 
even in my mind. 

The bathroom door creaked. When | looked up, 

Crew Cut was standing in the doorway, ugly grin on his 
face, gun in his hand. “You like fucking the monsters, 
White Bread?” 

“Taylor!” 

| jerked so hard | almost fel backward into the 

tub. Gabriel’s face was inches away. | sucked in a 
breath and searched the doorway. It was empty. 
Gabriel brushed his hand across my cheek. “You 

fel asleep.” 

“No, | didn’t.” My gaze went to the doorway one 

more time. Nothing. Nada. 

“Did they stick you with anything?” 

| blinked. “Who?” 

“Whoever attacked you.” 


“Why would you think I was stuck with anything?” 


“Because your scent is different and your pupils 

are dilated.” 

| thought about the sharp prick to the side of my 
neck. “Yeah, maybe, I’m not too sure.” 

“If they did, it wil be fast-acting, probably 

ketamine or Rohypnol. Do you feel dizzy, or are you 
seeing anything?” 

“My head feels like a baloon.” And | was seeing 
bogeymen, but | wasn’t about to admit it. “Isn’t 
Rohypnol the date-rape drug?” 

“It can be, but like ketamine, in a smal enough 

dose, it can just disorient a person and make them 
easier to physicaly control.” 

Another touch, this time a brush across my lips. | 
looked at Gabriel. With his head cocked and his brows 
puled down, he actualy looked worried. When he 
moved back a little, he sat a leather bag on the floor in 
front of me. 

“What’s that?” 


He didn’t look up. “My medical kit.” 


It wasn’t al that funny, but | laughed. | paid for it 

with a sharp pain in the ribs. “What the hel?” | 

coughed. “You play doctor or something?” 

“Or something.” Gabriel puled out a stethoscope, 

put in the ear tips. “Here, move your arm.” 

| quit cradling my sore hand and gave him access 

to my chest. He pushed aside my shirt and put the chest 
piece over my left nipple. 

| said, “Can’t you hear my heart without that?” 

Being part dragon let him hear everything else. 

He made a face. “Yes, | can, but the stethoscope 

helps drown out al the ambient noise. Now be quiet 

and breathe deep.” 

| did. He moved it lower. 

“Again.” 

Another breath; then Gabriel repeated the process 

on the other side. He leaned in closer so he could listen 
to my back. When he was satisfied, he put it away and 
began puling out other things. Bandages, syringes, smal 


vials of fluid | couldn’t identify. 


“You realy are a doctor.” | sounded as surprised 

as | felt. 

His quirked his mouth. “Actualy, | never 

completed school.” 

“But you seem to know what you’re doing.” | 

watched him clean a spot on my inner arm with an 
alcohol swab. 

“| served two tours in Vietnam as a medic. | gota 

lot of hands-on experience.” Gabriel picked up one of 
the smal vials and a syringe. He puled the cap off with 
his teeth and inserted the needle. A smal bubble of fluid 
folowed the plunger back. 

Gabriel put the vial away. “Normaly I’d give this 

in your hip, but it works faster going into a vein. It’s 
going to burn like a motherfucker, though.” 

“What is it?” 

“Morphine. I’m going to give you a smal dose. 

What I smel in your system is faint, so you’re probably 
already coming down off of it. If you don’t react badly, 


l'I give you more later.” 


“What do | need morphine for? And why do you 

have it?” 

He roled his eyes, and some of his arrogant self 
shadowed his features. “Has anyone ever told you that 
you ask way too many questions?” He sighed. “Trust 
me, you’re going to need the morphine for the pain. 
And | have it because | help work with the Clinic. It’s 
too far for some people to go, so | keep supplies here 
in case someone needs help.” 

“I thought Lesser-Breds and Kin healed.” 

“Kin do. Most Lesser-Breds do as wel. A few 

don’t heal very fast, though. But there are lots of 
Humans here, and as you already know, you don’t heal 
like us. Now give me your arm, unless you plan on 
trying to play macho man and go without while | set 
your fingers.” 

| gave him my arm and he stuck me. Gabriel was 

right, the shit did burn. At least it was over quick. He 
put the cap back on the needle and tossed it into the 


trash. 


| watched him get out a sleeve of plastic cups, 

take one, and then open a packet of powder he dug out 
from the bottom of the bag. He carried it to the sink and 
came back with a ful cup. “Drink that.” 

| sniffed it. “What is it?” 

“Salt and soda solution. It wil combat the shock.” 

“| feel fine.” 

“You're not fine. Now drink.” 

| swalowed a mouthful and nearly gagged. “Jesus, 
that’s awful.” 

“Yeah, tastes like shit, but | don’t have any 

lactated Ringer’s right now. That wil have to do. Pavel 
said he’d bring me some on his way back from the 
Dens.” 

| took another sip. “Pavel? He knows? How?” 

“I caled him.” The look on my face must have 

said it al. “I used a cel phone, Taylor. | do know how 

to work one. | can read and write too. I’m even 
housebroken, surprisingly enough.” 


| forced down the rest of the nasty concoction 


because it was easier than meeting his eyes. 

After | was finished, Gabriel took my cup. “Can 

you tel me how this happened?” His expression was 
serious again. | think | preferred the cocky asshole. 

| started to rub my face, then remembered my 

broken fingers. | used my other hand after checking to 
make sure nothing was bent the wrong way. “Four guys 
jumped me outside of the bakery.” 

“Bakery?” 

Shit. Bakery, not convenience store. Not that | 

could have lied to begin with. So much for not spiling 
the beans. “Yeah, bakery. It was next door to a café 
near a street market.” 

“Joey let you go somewhere besides the 

convenience store?” 

“The way you say that, you make it sound like this 

is his fault.” 

Gabriel made an unhappy sound. 

“Hey, look, | was the one who was driving, not 


Joe. | told him we’d go to the bakery. | wanted to go.” 


He examined my hand some more. “Go on.” 

“Four guys were watching us through the window. 

| thought....” I’d thought they were out for Joe. After 

al, he was the one that always attracted trouble. 
“And?” 

“Joe. | thought they were watching Joe. We ate; 

then, when we got ready to leave, Joe stayed behind to 
use the john. | went to get the car. | guess they folowed 
me. | had to park down the street. Next thing | knew 
they’d shoved me in the aley, said something about my 
parents and money....” 

“Any of them have tags on their arms or face?” 

“Tags?” 

“Tattoos or scarification?” 

“Crew Cut did, | think.” Gabriel gave me a funny 

look. “The asshole didn’t shake my hand and introduce 
himself. He had a blond crew cut.” 

“He had a tag?” 

“On his wrist.” | thought hard. The ghost of Crew 


Cut’s hand brushed my cheek; then his thumb made a 


go at my lips. 

“Taylor?” Gabriel’s firm hand on my shoulder 
brought me back. 

“Snakes, | think. Yeah, | think it was snakes.” 

Gabriel shook his head. “Moray eels.” 

“What?” 

“The tats were moray eels. It’s symbolic. Moray 

lay in wait until something tasty comes along. Then they 
come out from the rocks and bite its head off.” 

| blinked. “So, what? Flesh traders have club 

names or something?” 

Another look. “They weren't flesh traders, at 

least, not in the traditional sense.” 

“Then who the hel were they?” 

““Widow-maker’ is the polite term.” 

“And the not so polite?” 

“Kin cal them Ke-vu-Motra. ” 

| didn’t even attempt to repeat what Gabriel said. 

Al the whirrs, clicks, and rumble he put into the word, 


it just wasn’t humanly possible. “Okay? Which means 


what?” 

“The rough translation is ‘bottom-feeding shit- 
eaters’.” 

| suddenly liked the Kin word. “Yeah, wel, that 

about sums them up. So what’s the difference between 
them and flesh traders?” 

“Widow-makers are worse. Flesh traders deal in 
Lesser-Breds, submissive Kin, and a few unlucky 
Humans. Their interest is usualy supplying ilegal blood 
and flesh, fresh bodies to the sex trade, that sort of 
thing. But they respect Kin Taboo. They do not hunt in 
the Zone, and they wil not cross territory claimed.” 
“Jesus, and Widow-makers are worse? How 

much worse can they be?” 

Gabriel roled his eyes up. “Lots worse. Trust me. 
Widow-makers take people they think have money, 
outsiders mostly. And they hunt everywhere and do not 
respect Taboo. They only take men, which is how they 
got the name. First they hold their victim hostage and 


pump the family for cash under the guise of letting the 


guy go when they’ve got what they want.” 

“And they don’t let them go?” 

“Never. They usualy addict them to drugs, force 

them to work as mules. Sometimes they sel them into 
the sex slave market when they get tired of playing with 
them.” 

| swalowed hard, and Gabriel glanced up at me. 

“But since there isn’t al that big a market for Human 
male whores, they usualy wind up seling them to 
people into blood porn.” 

“Blood porn?” 

“Yeah, you’d be surprised at the number of 

Humans who get off on watching people get eaten alive 
while being fucked.” 

My eyes watered and my throat burned. Gabriel 

picked up the garbage can and put it between my 
knees. “Aim down.” 

| was not going to puke. | refused to give him the 
pleasure. 


“You're very lucky, Taylor. Joe could have gotten 


you kiled.” 

| glared. “I told you—” 

“Yeah, | heard. But Joe is your dominant. It was 
his job to keep you safe. He fucked up. He let you go 
there.” 

“And I’m teling you he didn’t /et me. | drove. He 
told me to stop—” 

“But he didn’t make you stop.” 

| opened my mouth, closed it. Make me stop? It 
didn’t even occur to me Joe could make me do 
anything. “That shouldn’t matter.” 

“It matters.” Gabriel stood up and stripped off his 
jeans. 

The morphine must have been kicking in, because 
it took me too long to register the fact that he was 
naked. My voice cracked. “What the hel?” 

“You need a shower.” 

“And that means you have to be naked?” 

“Quit acting like you’ve never seen my dick. Now 


c'mon, I’m just going to wash you.” 


“I can wash myself.” 

“No, you can’t. Another few minutes and you’re 

not going to be able to form words, let alone stand up.” 
| tried to pul my shirt closed. “I’m fine. | don’t 

need a bath.” 

“You're not fine. You’re covered in cuts, blood, 

and nasty water. You could get an infection. Washing 
you wil reduce the chances. Also, it wil let me see the 
bruises better. We can either do it now, or | can sponge 
bath you on your back. This wil be quicker, though, for 
both of us.” 

| realy hated the fact he was right. 

When | failed at puling my shirt off, Gabriel did it 

for me. | didn’t even attempt the pants. By the time the 
water was warm, | was feeling slightly euphoric and 
strangely detached. Gabriel helped me into the tub and 
puled me under the spray. The water stung, but in a 
good way. | sighed and leaned against Gabriel while his 
hands massaged the soap into the cuts and scrapes on 


my body. The morphine must have been starting to 


work, because none of it hurt. Or maybe it was the way 
he touched me. It didn’t seem right his hands could be 
so gentle, let alone feel good. 

| groaned when his fingers worked their way 

across my shoulders, then down my back. 

My muscles argued before giving in and going al 

Jel-O. Between the hush of water cascading off the 

tiles, the rhythmic thrum against my body, and his hands 
—God, his hands—it wasn’t long before | was adrift in 

a gray fog. Even Gabriel saying my name wasn’t enough 
to lure me al the way back. 

| must have dozed off, because when | opened my 

eyes again, Gabriel was hovering over me and | was no 
longer in the shower. His face was so close to mine | 
could practicaly count his lashes. The morphine did 
wonders for my attitude, ’cause | didn’t even care. Ali | 
could think about was how pretty he was. How perfect 
and inhuman. 

| wondered if he might consider some more mutual 


masturbation if | ever got to be with Joe again while he 


fed. Or better yet, a nice blowjob, for no other reason 
than it would feel good. 

One of Gabriel’s eyebrows went up, and he 

watched me a moment before he continued with 
whatever he was doing. His mouth opened, and he 
sucked the air around my face. When he exhaled, his 
tongue worked against his palate. 

Oh, yeah, that was hot. | could practicaly see the 

things that tongue could do. His other eyebrow went 
up. 

When | couldn’t stand it anymore, | asked, “What 

are you doing?” 

“Less questions, more quiet.” He dropped his 

head closer and his nose brushed my mouth, then his 
lips. His tongue dipped in, and | didn’t even think about 
resisting. | opened wider, letting him probe deep, 
scrape the inside of my mouth. Him puling the air out of 
my lungs was a little bit of a surprise, but not enough for 
me to make him stop. 


When he puled away, | made a sad sound. 


“Wow, you can kiss.” 

He shook his head. “I wasn’t kissing you. | was 
tasting.” 

“Tasting? For what?” 

“To see if there was anything wrong. Anything | 
couldn't hear, see, or feel.” He picked up my hand and 
examined my fingers. They were black and blue now, 
looking more gruesome than ever. 

| was too busy thinking about the tasting to realy 
care. “What did you taste?” 

“Nothing.” 

“And that’s good?” 

“It means nothing on the inside is bleeding, and | 
don’t smel any other drugs, so whatever the Widow- 
makers gave you has already run its course. It should 
be safe for me to give you some more morphine.” 

So | was okay. “What about Joe?” 

“What about him?” Gabriel puled a blanket up 
around me and tucked it under my arms. 


“One of them hit him in the head with a pipe. He 


was bleeding.” 

“He’s fine.” 

“Have you checked on him?” 

“Pavel is with him.” 

The way Gabriel said that scared me. “You told 

him it wasn’t Joe’s fault, right?” 

He flicked me a look while he drew up another 

shot from a bottle and syringe laid out on the bedside 
table. 

“Gabriel, please tel me he’s not going to hurt 

Joe.” 

“There are consequences for disobeying your 
dominant.” 

“Consequences? 

What 

kind 

of 

fucking 

consequences?” 


“It doesn’t concern you.” He reached for my arm 


and | puled away. 

“What about me? Am I going to get punished? 

You said Joe was my dominant. So I’m the one who 
disobeyed, not him.” 

Gabriel gave me a tired look. “I told you. He 

didn’t make you stop.” 

“So, what? He gets punished because he didn’t 
make me?” | couldn’t believe the logic. Joe getting 
punished for something | did. It made no sense. 

| waited for Gabriel to answer, but instead he said, 
“Can you tel me how many he kiled?” 

Kil? Kil who? “What are you talking about? Joe 
didn’t kil anyone.” 

“He smeled like death. And there was blood on 

his face, around his mouth, on his chest.” 

“Maybe it was his? He did get hit in the head.” 
“Taylor, | can smel the difference.” 

| stared at Gabriel, not wanting to believe anything 
he said. But he didn’t have any reason to lie. “If you can 


smel the difference in blood, you should know.” 


“I know he ate the flesh of one, but broken necks 
don’t bleed.” 

“He... three of them ran.” 

“So he kiled one.” 

“He said he was just going back for my walet. He 
wasn’t gone very long.” Was he? Surely | would have 
noticed. 

“It’s easy to lose a sense of time on ketamine or 
Rohypnol. Even then, it doesn’t take very long to eat 
out a man’s throat.” And he said it with the air of a man 
speaking from experience. Gabriel reached for my arm 
again, and the needle disappeared under my skin. The 
burn wasn’t so bad this time. 

He put everything away and climbed in beside me. 

| said, “What are you doing?” | sounded drunk. 

“I’m going to hold you and purr. It wil help you 

heal.” 

“Why?” 

“Because metaphysics speeds up celular repair.” 


| tried to shake my head, but it was just too heavy. 


“No, | mean, why do you want to help me?” 

“Because you’re hurt.” He pushed my face into his 
neck, and | felt the low thrum of his purr vibrate the air. 
God, it felt good. Better than the massage in the 
shower. | moaned and moved closer to him. 

“That’s it, Taylor. Relax.” His fingers stroked the 

back of my head, my neck. 

The steady, deep sound that joined the purr was 
echoed by a pulse in my cock. | tried to shift my hips 
because | was getting hard fast. 

“It’s normal. Don’t worry, it doesn’t bother me.” 

No, but it bothered me. Images of the first day 

here, when I was with Joe when he fed, flashed through 
my mind. But they weren’t of Joey. They were of 
Gabriel, on his back, dick in his hand, body gleaming 
with sweat and blood. 

| tried push him away, but | was so tired, so dizzy. 

Heat enveloped me, moved through me. There was no 
way this could be a normal reaction. 


“It’s normal if your body is priming.” 


“You read my mind?” 

“No, you spoke aloud.” 

| did? “Priming? What is priming?” 

“Don’t worry about it right now. The only thing 

you need to concentrate on is healing.” 

| opened my mouth to pant. My hips rocked 

forward and my cock bumped his hip. Only the sheet 
between us kept my body from touching his. The need 
for release turned into another ache. When | couldn’t 
stand it anymore, | tried to wrap a hand around my 
dick, but my limbs didn’t want to respond. 

| kicked. | squirmed, but the movements were 
pathetic at best. 

Gabriel whispered next to my ear. “Let me ease 


” 


Tears cut a path down my cheeks. “Yes, please. 
Yes...” 

His fingers closed around my cock and stroked. | 
could feel Gabriel hard behind the sheet, hear his 


breathing hitch and smal sounds tick out of his chest. 


Precum made his fingers slick, and the movement made 
a sticky click-click sound. 

“I love Joe.” | don’t know why | said it. Maybe | 

was trying to remind myself, because right then it was 
very hard to think about anything but this, but Gabriel. 
Gabriel shushed me. “I Know, | know you do. 

He’l understand, | promise. He won’t be angry.” 

Not like me. He wouldn’t judge. A moan escaped 

my chest, low and mournful. No matter how much | 
wiled my body to stop, told myself this was wrong, | 
was powerless. Caught in the ebb and flow of Gabriel’s 
metaphysics, | wasn’t even sure if | existed. 

| tried to hold on to him because | felt like | was 

going fly apart. Gabriel’s cheek pressed against mine. 
“You're Okay. | promise. You're not going anywhere. 

I’ve got you, Taylor, just let go.” 

| don’t know if it was the change in his rhythm or 

the promise, but | came. It wasn’t a very intense 
orgasm, but it seemed to start from my toes and trickle 


through my muscles, up my spine, and ease my body 


into a hazy euphoric state. Gabriel made a sound like he 
might have come too, but | was gone before | could 


realy even think about it. 


—@ CHAPTER 17 


Chapter 17 


THE next time | opened my eyes, Pavel was standing 
over me. For a second or two | wondered if | was 
dreaming or if maybe he was a halucination leftover 
from whatever the Widow-makers dosed me with. 

The longer | thought about it, the less | cared. Like 

al Kin, Pavel was beautiful, but there was something 
different about him at that moment. | just wasn’t sure 
what. My chest squeezed tight, and tears pooled in the 
corners of my eyes. The Male’s swept a large hand 
across my neck, my chest. It stopped just above my 
navel. | wanted more of him touching me. | wanted to 
be wrapped up and held tight. And it was wrong for me 
to want it. | was with Joe. Loved Joe. Thing was, what 

| felt when I looked at Pavel wasn’t love, it was 
something deeper. The pul made me want to watch 
him, to commit every detail to memory: high 


cheekbones, brown skin, his dark-chocolate mane of 


hair. It was like he had something | needed. 

No, needed. 

For a moment or two | thought he was purring, 

making my body feel numb and my thoughts too 
Slippery to hold on to. But he wasn’t. It was just him. 

| reached out and was surprised to see tape and 

metal bracing my fingers. When the hel had that 
happened? Whatever was causing the feeling faded out, 
and the room came back into focus. Pavel was stil 
perfect, but at least now | could look away. My cheeks 
burned, and I tried to hide by turning my head. 

He said, “How do you feel?” 

| wasn’t sure how to answer, so | just shrugged. 

Pavel looked over his shoulder. “Are you sure 

he’s okay?” 

“It’s the morphine.” Gabriel came back into view, 
carrying a bowl and a napkin. | thought about what 
he’d done with me, and my cheeks burned even hotter. 
“He’s going to be fuzzy for a while.” 


“I’m not fuzzy.” | might have been freed from 


Pavel’s strange hold, but my voice had been 
transformed into a nasal, whiny cross between gravel 
and fingernails on a chalkboard. | reached up to touch 
my face and nearly put out my eye with the splint on my 
finger. 

Gabriel sat down on the edge of the bed and 

guided my hand a safe distance away. “Any blurry 
vision?” 

Now | didn’t want to talk because | couldn’t 

stand the sound of my voice. | shook my head. 

“Good. It means you’re healing. Your nose was 

bad. After | set it, it bled a lot.” 

“| don’t remember.” | wished | didn’t remember 
anything. 

He smiled and shrugged. “Morphine is a beautiful 
thing.” 

| scrunched my face against a puling sensation and 
heavy weight across my nose. | reached up with the 
other hand, and Gabriel stopped me and pushed my 


hand back down. 


“Here, if you want something to do, eat some of 

this.” He soooned up some broth and held it close to 
my lips. 

“l'm not hungry.” 

Pavel growled out, “Eat.” 

| opened my mouth and took what Gabriel 

offered. The broth was weakly flavored like chicken, 
and the salt burned my dry cracked lips, but God did it 
taste good. After a few bites, Gabriel gave me control 
of the spoon. | didn’t stop until I’d cleaned out the 
bowl. 

When | handed it back to Gabriel, he grinned. 

“What?” 

“You're definitely feeling better.” 

“I’m fine, I’m just....” | held up my bandaged 

hand. “Don’t you think this is a little extreme?” 

“You had two broken fingers, a sprained wrist, 

bruised ribs, a broken nose, and a concussion. So, no. | 
don’t think it’s too extreme.” Gabriel stood up with the 


bowl. “Now get some rest.” 


“Is that a doctor’s order?” 

“Yes, it is.” 

“I want to see Joe.” 

Silence. Then Gabriel smirked. “You’l need to 
take that up with Pavel.” 

| glared. 

“Taylor, | stil have plenty more morphine. Don’t 
make me put you out.” Gabriel left. 

When Pavel didn’t folow | said, “Is Joe okay?” 

“He is wel.” 

| tried to frown, but it made my face hurt. “Just 
wel? Can I see him?” 

“You have. | let him sit with you yesterday.” 
Yesterday? | sat up higher in the bed. “How long 
have | been out?” 

“Three days. You don’t remember?” 

| almost tried to rub my face, then remembered 
the splint on my fingers along with the conglomeration 
on my nose. “No. | don’t.” And | didn’t. Except for 


what Gabriel and | had done before | passed out, there 


was nothing. | glanced in the direction of the bathroom 
and wondered if | could make it that far. My bladder 
wasn’t critical yet, but after al that soup, it was heading 
there fast. Thinking of that made me wonder who'd 
helped me up while | was out of it. | decided not to 
think about it. Somehow that was way more 
embarrassing than getting jacked off. 

Pavel held out a hand. “Do you need help?” 

“No. | mean, maybe. | don’t know yet.” | puled 

the cover back. It did not surprise me to find myself 
bare-ass naked. | was too fucking tired to even care. 
My feet hit the floor and | pushed up. The room tipped 
to the right and my stomach lurched. | shut my eyes to 
keep from getting dizzy. Pavel close a hand around my 
arm, and after a moment | was able to stand. 

“I’m okay.” He let go, and | made my way into 

the bathroom. 

| did not look at my reflection in the mirror. It 

could only be bad, and I was already nauseous. After | 


took care of the essentials, | wet a washcloth and 


sponged myself off. | wasn’t dirty, but | had this old 
sweat feeling al over my body. | gave my armpits a 
twice over, my groin, then stopped, remembering how 
the Widow-makers puled my legs apart to search my 
body. For something. Whatever it was, they’d been 
scared until l’d been pronounced clean. 

What was it Joe had said to make them do that? 

He’d told them | belonged. No, not belonged, 
belonged. |’d asked Joe what it meant, but he’d never 
answered. 

| turned to see Pavel standing in the door way. He 
said, “Are you Okay?” 

| held up the washcloth before tossing it into the 

sink. “Fine, just....” His odd silver gaze was heavier 
than usual. The fact | was buck naked didn’t help. 
“What does belong mean?” 

Pavel’s eyebrows came down, and he stepped 

back into the recess of the bedroom. My curiosity went 
up. | folowed him. 


“I asked you a question.” 


“| heard.” 

“Then why don’t you answer me?” 

“Because you’re not ready for the answer.” 

Okay, now he was just pissing me off. Anger 

made my face hurt, which in turn made my head throb. | 
swayed, and Pavel took me by the elbow and guided 
me over to the bed. 

“You should rest.” 

| jerked my arm away after my ass was on the 

mattress. Who was | kidding? Without his help, | would 
have wound up kissing the floor. “Quit treating me like a 
child.” 

“I’m not. I’m treating you like food.” 

If he hadn’t been so serious, | might have laughed. 
Then | thought about where | was and decided my 
personal joke wasn’t very funny after al. 

Pavel didn’t look at me when he asked, “Why did 

you lie to Gabriel?” 

“| didn’t lie.” 


He nodded. “Fair enough. Why did you break 


your word?” 

“| didn’t. | mean... | didn’t do it on purpose.” 

“But you did. Why?” 

“I don’t know.” 

“You had to have a reason. Are you trying to get 
yourself kiled?” 

“It was just a bakery, for crying out loud!” 

“With predators. People who would hurt you. 

There is a reason why you’re not to go places we don’t 
approve of.” 

“Jesus Christ, it was just a half block down the 

street from the damn store. You’re making a mountain 
out of a molehil. It was the Fringe. It wasn’t even 
outside the Zone.” | don’t even know why | felt the 
need to explain myself. Pavel was being ridiculous. | 
was a grown man, capable of making my own choices. 
“I’ve seen what Widow-makers leave behind, 

Taylor. The lucky ones die.” Pavel’s gaze caught mine, 
and the sorrow in them made my heart heavy. 


| looked at my hands and tried to swalow down 


the lump in my throat. “Why do you care?” When he 
didn’t answer, | risked a quick peek. Pavel was stil 
there, unmoving. But he did blink. | think it was the first 
time I’d seen him do it. “Huh? Why do you care? I’m 
just food, remember? I’m just here because | want to 
stay with Joe.” 

His stoic silence made me want to throw 

something at him, but there wasn’t much to choose 
from, aside from some dirty laundry or a pilow. | 
considered punching one, but then I’d probably hurt 
myself and warrant more attention from Gabriel. 
Pavel turned to face me. “That’s where you are 
mistaken.” 

| flicked him a look. “About what?” 

“Do you ever wonder why Joey doesn’t feed me 

or Gabriel?” 

| thought for a moment. “Gabriel might have said 
something about it. What does that have to do with 
anything?” 


“Remember the first day at Haven, and what you 


were told about Lesser-Breds?” 

| struggled to think, and a deep, throbbing pain 

began beating away behind my right eye. Pavel 
continued to stare with a kind of patience | hadn’t 
imagined possible. By the physical or metaphysical. “| 
don’t know. It was weeks ago.” Stil staring. | growled, 
“Wil you quit looking at me and just tel me?” 

“Kin only keep what has value, and a Lesser-Bred 

who can’t feed us has no use. Joey needs to feed, but 
he can’t feed others. His blood is too weak. He burned 
very hot during his Shift. But after he settled he was too 
weak, too Human, to sustain either of us.” 

And Kin only valued what they could use. “What 

are you saying?” 

“Joe is here because Gabriel felt you’d be more 

open to accepting your fate if | let him live.” 

My fate? | tried to process what he was saying to 

me, but my mind couldn’t choke it down. | shoved my 
legs under the blankets and jerked the covers up. 


“You asked me what it meant to be/ong.” 


“What does that have to do with Joe?” 

“Everything. | want you to be happy. Joe being 

here makes you happy. | had hoped you would have 
more time to adjust. That you would accept being with 
Joe and Gabriel.” 

| shook my head. “You’re not making any sense.” 
“Gabriel said you reacted to his metaphysics.” 

Was there no such thing as discretion around 

here? “He said it was normal.” 

“For someone who is primed.” 

“He wouldn’t tel me what that meant.” And | 

distinctly remembered asking him. 

“Because it was not his place.” 

| swalowed down my rising dread. “And whose 

place is it to tel me?” 

“Mine.” He took a step closer, and it was like my 
entire world shrunk down to the space around him. 
Pavel said, “It is very rare for a human to prime without 
the mark, but it has been known to happen.” 


| shook my head. “Mark?” 


“A metaphysical brand bestowed to those who 

belong. | have not felt such a physical-to-metaphysical 
response in a very long time. You are made for me, 
Taylor Simmons.” 

“Made for you? What the hel are you talking 

about?” 

He sighed. “I am sorry you wil not have more 

time to adjust to the idea. | know it wil be difficult and 
you wil fight it, as it is your nature. The fact you have 
not given in until now is remarkable. You wil be strong. 
You wil be priceless.” 

| looked around and thought about trying to run, 

but | couldn’t seem to remember how my legs worked. 
“You're not making any sense. None of this makes any 
sense.” 

“I know you have felt it. The pul between us. The 
caling of my metaphysics. Your blood sings to me.” 
“Sings? Sings how?” But | knew. On some deep 

level of self-awareness | didn’t even know existed, | 


knew we were connected, meant to be one. | rubbed 


my chest. No, no, no. This was not real, this was not 
happening! “You did something to me.” 

“I did not.” 

“Liar! You did something to me!” 

“I do not lie.” 

My rage died a quick death when the entire weight 

of his molten stare fel on me. It wasn’t fear that 
engulfed me. I’m not sure what it was, but it made me 
tremble, it made my teeth chatter. 

Pavel touched my cheek, and | slapped his hand 

away. “Don’t touch me.” 

“But you want me to.” 

My cheeks burned. | did. In spite of everything he 

said, | did want him to touch me, and | hated myself for 
it. “Leave.” | lay down, roled over, and puled the 
covers up over my head. It was childish, but it was al | 
had at the moment. 

The mattress dipped, and Pavel petted a line 

down my back. | opened my mouth to pop off, but then 


his purr kicked up. The vibration made every cel in my 


body hum. He tugged the blanket away and touched me 
Skin to skin. | melted into the mattress. No touch in the 
world had ever felt that good. 

“Don’t stop.” | didn’t mean to Say it, but | 

couldn’t help myself. | was supposed to be angry with 
Pavel. Hate him, even. 

He chuckled, and the sound added an extra beat 

to the strange up-and-down rhythm cranking out of his 
chest. I’d never heard him make any kind of emotional 
sound before then. | might have been shocked but was 
too lit up on whatever it was he was doing to me to 
Care. 

| moaned as his hands worked their way to my 
shoulder, then down to my broken fingers. The potential 
strength in his grip was made even more obvious with 
the way he carefuly held my hand. His thumb pressed 
against my palm, and | felt warmth. Only it wasn’t just 
there, it was al over. It flowed off his body in waves 

and ate into my muscles wherever he made physical 


contact. Pavel worked his way down my legs, and my 


eyes roled up. 

“You shouldn’t do this.” My words were so 

slurred | barely understood myself. 

“Yes, | should. | should have done it when you 

first came here. But | knew you would not understand 
and worried it would make you afraid and you would 
run. | alowed you to be with Joe in hopes you would 
give in to being with Gabriel and come to accept things 
on your own. You are primed now, and there is no 

more time for you.” 

“I stil don’t understand what that means.” 

“It means what makes you Human is changing to 
match my metaphysics.” Pavel moved close enough that 
the fabric of his jeans brushed my hip. | was shocked at 
how soft they felt, more like a thin cotton T-shirt than 
denim. His breath huffed against the back of my neck, 
and the purr became louder. 

The touching, the vibration, the heat, stroked me 

from the inside. | fought the urge to grind against the 


bed. Pavel pressed his wide chest against my back. 


Another breath huffed against the space between my 
shoulders. He worked his hands down my thighs, my 
ass, Slowly coming back up my ribs. 

A shiver made my muscles jump, and the air in the 
room became too thin to breathe. | struggled to sit up. 
Teeth scraped my shoulder, and a warm wet line 
folowed. My hips surged and my legs spread against 
my wil. 

Pavel slid a hand over the swel of my ass, and | 

found myself wondering what it would be like to be 
fucked by him, to feed him. Something not Human, 
something dangerous and deadly. 

“Pavel, please stop... | can’t.” 

His touch disappeared, and the lack of contact 

was filed by a physical pain so great | thought my chest 
would burst open. | scrambled for a hold of something. 
| didn’t know what. | just needed to anchor myself. | 
sobbed and the tears flowed. | couldn’t breathe. | was 
sure | was about to die. | fought the blankets to get 


away from the panic eating away my senses. 


| hissed out, “What are you doing to me?” 

“Nothing. What you feel is the need to belong.” 
“This is b elonging?” If it was, | hated it. 

“No. The ache, the pain, the loss you feel is 
because | have shut myself off from you. You’ve felt 
this before, though, when you tried to leave after your 
argument with Gabriel and you couldn't.” 

Oh, God help me, | had. 

“You must come to accept what wil be. You are 
meant to be mine. We are destined to be as one.” 
As one. It dawned on me what he realy meant. 
“You're talking about a Link. A Human Link. Making 
me....” Belong. 

“Yes.” 

“No. No, | won’t. | can’t!” My voice cracked, 

and | almost strangled. 

“You don’t have a choice. Eventualy it wil 

happen, and you won't be able to fight it. | won’t be 
able to fight it. The connection is inevitable.” 


“| don’t even like you!” 


“Maybe not, but you need me. And | need you.” 





eGRHAPTER Is 


Chapter 18 


| PRETENDED to be asleep when Gabriel came back 
into the room. There was a rattle of silverware and the 
smel of salty broth. My stomach growled. If | could 
have shot the traitor, | would have. 

The heat from his body made my skin feel like it 

was being showered with tiny embers, only there was 
no pain. | opened my eyes when he sat down on the 
edge of the bed. There was a bowl of soup and a glass 
of juice on the bedside table. Gabriel stared at his 
hands, and he looked tired. 

| asked, “Did you know?” 

He sighed. “Yes.” 

“How long?” 

“The moment | saw you. | feed from Pavel, so | 

feel the pul you have on his blood.” 

| sat up. “Do Kin realy kil what they have no use 


for?” It seemed an impossible concept for me to wrap 


my mind around. 

Gabriel turned, and his eyes were dark, not just in 
color, not just metaphysics, but haunted, almost 
hopeless. He didn’t need to answer me. The look alone 
told me everything | didn’t want to know. 

He said, “He won’t hurt Joe.” 

“As long as | am here.” 

Gabriel looked away. “They don’t do it out of 

cruelty.” 

| snorted. “Could have fooled me.” 

“They have their reasons. He’s too Human, and 

being too Human is....” Gabriel twisted his hands in his 
lap. “If it helps, | don’t agree with it.” His gaze came 
back up, and I was struck by the sincerity in his eyes 
and the.... 

“You love him, don’t you?” 

He took a breath. “It’s hard not to form affections 

for those you feed. Taking flesh and blood, rolling 
another, it exposes you, and it leaves nothing 


untouched. It takes things beyond friendship, beyond 


intimacy.” 

“That doesn’t answer my question.” 

He nodded. “Yes. | love Joe. | think | loved him 

from the first time | fed him.” 

My chest hurt and my throat ached. | didn’t want 

to ask the question burning its way through my soul, but 
| had to. “Does Joe love you?” 

For the longest time, Gabriel stared at me, and | 
wondered what | would do if he told me yes. | 

wondered if the depression would kil me or if | would 
just quit caring. | would have left if | thought | could, but 
Pavel had already proven to me that there was no 
escape. | had no idea how | would survive knowing I’d 
completely lost Joe. Knowing I’d lost him and would 
have to watch him, now and forever, with someone 
else. 

Gabriel sighed. “No. Joe doesn’t love me. He only 

loves you. It’s your name he cals when he’s under me. 
It’s you he dreams about when he sleeps by my side. 


Just you, Taylor.” 


Relief poured through me, and | closed my eyes. 

Joe loved me. Only me. Maybe it was wrong, but | 
don’t think I’d ever been so happy. When | looked at 
Gabriel, he was stil watching me, and the longing, the 
want, the pain, were palpable. And | had the insane 
urge to apologize. | refused. This wasn’t my fault. 
Gabriel said, “Wil you lay with us the next time he 
feeds?” 

“Is that a polite way of asking if I’l let you fuck 

me?” 

His smile was sad. “Yeah, | guess you can say 

that.” 

| opened my mouth to tel him hel no but realized | 
would probably smel like dirty socks. | closed my eyes 
because the acknowledgement made my heart ache. 
The bed moved and the springs squeaked, and the line 
of heat that was Gabriel pressed against me head to 
toe. 

His breath tasted like burnt coffee and exotic 


chocolates. “It’s okay. You don’t have to answer right 


” 


now. 
“Only because I’m afraid of what | wil say. | 

don’t want to, but....” 

“You need to?” 

“I love Joe. I’m not supposed to want anyone 

else.” Belonging or not, it just didn’t make any sense to 
me. 

“If it’s any comfort, the trauma you suffered 

probably contributed to everything.” 

| laughed; then | sobbed. “I got the shit kicked out 

of me, so now | can’t be faithful?” 

“You were in pain, in shock. You could have died. 

Most who belong face death before it happens. It 
makes the bond stronger. Some don’t ever fuly make 
the link with a Male until they do. And when that 
moment comes, there is no turning back. You were 
already priming before this happened. | know you felt it. 
| felt it.” He couldn’t be serious. Gabriel reached out 
like he was going to brush the hair back from my eyes, 


but stopped and put his hand back on the bed. “Joe 


isn’t angry with you. He understands.” 

Hearing Gabriel say that didn’t make me feel 

better. “So what happens now? | get a colar and tag 
Slapped on me with Pavel’s name on it?” 

“Of course not. He can’t make you belong to him, 
Taylor.” 

“You just said the only way it won’t happen is if 

I’m dead.” 

“It’s inevitable. But you could always choose a 
different Male. He can’t stop you. “ 

As if that was any better. “From the pot to the 

fryer, huh?” 

“Please don’t think of it like that.” He did touch 

me this time, on the cheek. It was just a brush of 
fingers, but it left me trembling. When Gabriel’s gaze 
met mine, his eyes were bursting with gold. | tightened 
my fists in the blankets to keep myself from reaching out 
and puling him against me. 

“I want to see Joe.” 


“Not yet.” 


“Why?” 

“Because you’re not wel, and you need to be 

wel.” He ran his fingers through my hair, and as much 
as | wanted to pul away, | couldn’t. “It wil get better 
after you’re with us.” 

With them. I tried to shake my head. He moved 
closer, and my breath shuddered out. 

| said, “I don’t want to do this.” 

“The purring helps you heal faster. This way it wil 

only be a day or two more before you can be with him 
instead of weeks.” 

So what? This was only a smal price to pay? | 

couldn’t help but wonder if this was another cruel joke 
in Gabriel’s eyes, but when I looked at him, there was 
none of his usual arrogance. His expression was sad, if 
not a little bit afraid. | said, “If you, you know, do 
whatever, | won’t be able to stop.” 

“I know.” 

“I’m with Joe.” 


Gabriel pushed my bangs out of my eyes. He said, 


“I have to feed him tonight.” 

A tear slid down my nose and dripped off the end. 

“Is that supposed to make me feel better?” 

“Joe wants me to smel like you.” Gabriel rested 

his chin on my shoulder. His purr kicked up, and | 
gasped. “He wants to taste you on my skin, Taylor. 
You, not me. He wants you.” 

He slid his hand under the sheet and his touch 

went to my neck, to my chest and my hip. Petting. “Wil 
you let me? Please, Taylor. This way, | can at least 
pretend it’s me he wants.” It didn’t seem possible for so 
much want to be carried on a whisper. 

| don’t think | had a chance at teling him no. My 

body was going to do what it wanted. As stupid as it 
was, the fact Gabriel asked gave me the smalest sliver 
of comfort. 

| said, “Tel him | love him.” 

“Į wil.” 

The up-and-down thump of his purr filed up my 


skul, and then nothing else mattered, not Gabriel, not 


me, not Joe. 





@GRAPTER I 


Chapter 19 


A THIN stream of sunlight cut across my eyelids and 
made it impossible for me stay submerged in 
dreamland. | groaned and threw my arm over my face, 
remembering my broken nose at the last minute. When | 
didn’t feel a spike of pain searing through my skul, | 
opened my eyes and touched my cheeks, my forehead, 
then eventualy the bridge of my nose. The bandage was 
gone. | was stil tender but nothing like before. Further 
inspection revealed the splint on my hand was also 
missing. | wiggled my fingers. They were stil bruised, 
more green and yelow than black and purple now. At 
least they no longer bent at odd angles, and the sweling 
had gone down enough that | could almost make a fist. 
When | quit staring at my hand, | noticed an 

addition to the room. Sitting at the end of the bed was 
Joe, statue stil, gazing out the one intact window, his 


expression oddly blank. But the rest of him looked 


okay. No bruises, no evidence anything had been done 
to him. 

| puled myself up on my elbows. “Joe?” 

Joey turned his head. For a moment or two | 

didn’t even recognize him. It was his eyes; they were 
empty. Then he smiled and the corners crinkled up. 
“Hey...” 

His happiness was contagious. | said, “Does this 

mean I’m no longer grounded and can talk on the 
phone and go out with my friends, watch TV, and get to 
play on the Internet?” 

Joe laughed and crawled up beside me. “C’mon, it 
hasn’t been that bad.” 

Not that bad. He’d gotten in trouble because of 

me. Punished. | wanted to ask him what happened. 
What they did to him. My mind tried to conjure up al 
the ways a Lesser-Bred could be disciplined. The ones 
| came up with were not pretty. 

| pushed back a lock of Joey’s hair and tucked it 


behind his ear. “What about you? Are you okay?” 


He leaned in and kissed me. “Except for missing 
you.” 

“I’m sorry | got you in trouble. I’m sorry we went. 

You told me not to and | did anyhow.” 

Joe shrugged. “I’m your dominant. | should have 
stopped you.” 

It was the way he said it. Like it was normal. Like 

any of this was normal. “Joe, you can’t be serious.” 
He nestled his head against my shoulder and his 
hand spread wide on my chest. “I think you keep 
forgetting I’m not Human anymore.” 

“It was stil my fault. | told Gabriel it was my fault, 

but no one seemed to care.” 

The corners of his mouth curled. “I know. | 

heard.” When | made a face, Joe added. “The wals are 
kind of thin, plus my hearing is realy good now.” 
Which meant he’d heard everything else. 

Joe cupped my chin. “Hey, what’s wrong? You're 
Supposed to be happy to see me.” 


| was. | was very happy. And ashamed. “Gabriel 


said you knew.” Knew what happened, what was 
happening, the things | did. Teling Joey did not ease the 
weight on my conscience. 

At least he listened. He didn’t get mad and storm 

off. He didn’t yel. He didn’t accuse. He didn’t do any 
of the stupid things | did. Saying the situation | was in 
was different would have been a flimsy excuse, so | 
didn’t. When al the ugly was out, Joe planted a soft 
kiss on my lips. 

He said, “I’m glad.” 

| had no idea how to reply. If he’d been angry, | 

would have understood, but since he wasn’t.... He 
gave me smal, wicked smile, and for a second or two 
he didn’t look like Joe any more. 

| tried to sit up. Pressure on my chest kept me 

where | was. Joe didn’t even act like he noticed what 
he did. But | knew he had. | mean, how could he not? 
He sighed and made a lazy path between my pecs 
with his fingers, sometimes stopping in the middle to 


trace the line of hair running up between them. 


Joey kissed my shoulder. “What did it feel like?” 
“What?” 

“To be with Gabriel.” 

“I wasn’t... it wasn’t like that.” Joe pinched one 

of my nipples, and | caught his hand. “Why aren’t you 
mad at me?” 

“Because | wanted you to be with him.” 

| decided | wasn’t even going to touch that topic 

yet. “What about everything else? Joe, Pavel hurt you 
because of me.” 

“No, he didn’t.” 

“Don't lie.” 

“I’m not. Pavel didn’t hurt me. Gabriel took the 
blame.” 

| think | quit breathing for a moment. “What? 

Why?” 

Joe gave another halfhearted shrug. “Because he’s 
my dominant and he can.” 

There was more. | could feel it. “And Pavel let 


him?” 


Joe’s strange-colored eyes darkened, going from 

gold, green, and bronze to a shade close to black. 
“Gabriel told Pavel if he wanted you to trust him, hurting 
me would end his chances.” 

His smile fel, and he kissed the spot above my 

right nipple. “So now you know.” 

“Know what?” | wasn’t purposely trying to play 

dumb. | just didn’t want to think about any of this. 
“Why I’m here. Why I’m stil alive. Why Pavel 

told you he would alow you to come and stay with him 
to be with me. You would have never gone otherwise.” 
“Don’t say that.” 

“It’s the truth.” 

| scrubbed my face. “I’m sorry.” 

“For what?” 

“| don’t know.” This. Everything. Anything. | 

just felt guilty. 

“Don’t worry about it.” 

| slammed a hand against the mattress. “How can 


you say that? They used you, too....” | made a 


frustrated sound. “I don’t know what they’ve done. But 
it's wrong.” 

Joe shrugged. “I’m used to it.” 

“What the hel is that supposed to mean?” 

Joe roled his eyes. “I’ve always been in the 
background to you, Tay.” 

“No, you haven’t.” At least, | didn’t think he had. 

To tel the truth, | wasn’t even sure what Joe meant. 
“Yeah, | have. I’ve always been weaker, less 
important.” 

“Joe...” 

“I’ve always needed you to take care of me.” 
Resentment. The shadows in his expression were 
resentment. | said, “But | love you. I’m supposed to 
take care of you.” 

“But you did it because you had to, because | 
couldn't.” 

“No.” 

“Yes.” 


| felt cold. Al over, head to toe. “Joe, what are 


you saying?” And did | want to know? 

Joe watched me for a long moment while | waited 

for him to say the worst. Only | didn’t know what the 
worst was. | knew what it would lead to, though: Joe 
leaving me. 

Joe moved closer. He brushed his lips against 

mine, pushed a hand under the blanket. His fingers 
made a slow circle around my navel. The smile on Joe’s 
face returned. “But | finaly got to be the hero for once.” 
He nibbled on my chin. “I liked it. | liked being the 
strong one. Being able to take care of you. You needing 
me.” 

Joe moved his hand lower, stroking my cock. 

“Joe, l'm not sure—” He covered my mouth with 

his and his tongue pushed deep. Either my morning 
breath wasn’t as bad as it tasted or he just didn’t care. 
Joe bit my lip when he puled away. “I like this.” 
Another kiss. “Now tel me about Gabriel.” 

“Joe...” 


“Tel me, Tay. | want to hear you say it. It felt 


good, didn’t it? You liked it.” He exhaled against my 
ear. “His hand on your cock, the feel of his body 
against you.” Sharp teeth nipped my ear. “Did you 
touch him back?” 

“No...” 

Joe hummed. “One day you wil. One day, you’l 

even let him fuck you.” 

| started to deny everything but lost my train of 
thought when he pushed his thumb against my slit. My 
back bowed. A dul ache in my side reminded me of my 
freshly healed ribs. “God, Joe....” 

He hissed and moved over me, his face just inches 
from my own. Brightly colored eyes searched for 
something in my expression. | wasn’t sure what, but it 
made me feel very smal, very vulnerable. With his head 
tilted, Joe vaguely resembled the monster he’d been in 
the aleyway. The thought should have kiled my libido, 
but instead it made me burn. 

Joe growled as he pressed his face into my neck. | 


felt his teeth, sharp, dangerous, scrape a line across my 


shoulder. “When you’re ready and Pavel makes you 
belong, l'I feed from you.” 

| wove my fingers into his mussed-up hair. But 
instead of pushing him away, | puled him closer. 
He laughed. “Pavel is right about you. You crave 
us.” 

| shook my head. “I don’t.” 

“You do.” 

“No, no, | just want you, Joe. It’s always just 

been you.” 

Joe went stil. Only his breathing let me know he 

was alive, real. Then his lips brushed my skin. His 
tongue traced the curve of my throat. Life seemed to 
pour back into him. When he reached my ear, Joe 
growled out, “I want you to fuck me.” 

His grip on my cock tightened, stroking me with 

the same kind of out-of-place aggression. | squirmed, 
caught between wanting to make him quit and wanting 
him to do it faster. 


“Tay, tel me you brought lube when you went to 


get the clothes.” 

| grunted. 

“Is it stil in the suitcase?” 

| nodded. “Side pocket.” 

Joe crawled off the bed, and | watched him walk 

over to the suitcase. His beautiful body seemed to catch 
every fraction of light penetrating the boarded-up 
windows. It had only been a few days since I’d seen 

him, but he was even more beautiful than | 
remembered, his skin more gold, the design covering his 
hips and riding up his chest and back brighter. How he 
moved. Like oil on water, muscles rippling with 
untapped strength. He caught me staring at him when he 
came up with a bottle in hand. He turned blatantly, 
showing off his newly made physique. 

“You like me better like this, don’t you, Tay?” He 

passed a hand over his stomach, heading south to his 
hairless groin. He bypassed his half-hard cock and 
cupped his bals. “Admit it.” 


“I loved you before.” And | did. 


He quirked his mouth. “I know. But you like what 

you see now more.” 

Did I? Maybe | did. The thought made it difficult 

for me to meet his gaze. When | didn’t answer, Joey 
said my name. | had to say something, so | went with, 
“| don’t know.” He moved his hand up to tease the 
base of his cock in slow strokes. My throat tightened, 
and it became impossible to swalow. The old Joe 

would never have touched himself like that unless | was 
there to coax him. | found it arousing, which was why | 
liked to watch him do it. Now it made me want to 
explode. “God, Joe.” | kicked off the covers to get up. 
Joe said, “Stay.” 

| froze. “What?’ 

“Stay on the bed. l'I come to you, but | want you 

to answer me first.” He slid his hand down his length. 
His eyes fluttered and his mouth opened. His hips 
rocked, shoving his thickening cock through the tunnel 
of his fist in a move that was porn star material and sex 


god perfect. Just watching him was going to make me 


come. 

| couldn’t stand it anymore. “Okay, yes. | think 

you're beautiful, Joey. | think you’re the most beautiful 
thing I’ve ever seen. But | stil loved you then. 
Physicaly you’re more attractive, but | loved you then 
no less than I do now, no matter what you look like!” 

| must have said what he wanted to hear, because 

he came back to the bed. | puled him to me and 
Slammed our mouths together. Sharp teeth cut my lips, 
and | tasted blood. | wanted him worse than I'd ever 
wanted him before. | wondered if it was because of the 
changes happening in me, but then | decided | just 
didn’t care. | moved to push Joe over, but he held me 
down. 

| dropped my head back against the pilow, 

gasping. 

Joe said, “I want you liked this.” He popped the 

cap on the bottle and filed up his palm. “I want to ride 
you.” 


“But you don’t like—” Joey wrapped his fingers 


around my dick, sending a jolt of cold across my heated 
Skin. Instead of waning, my erection just got harder. 
“Fuck... Joe...” 

His normaly soft smile was wicked. | told myself | 
missed the old Joey, the quiet, meek Joey, the man who 
always wanted me to be in control. But it was a lie. 

He tossed the bottle to the side and finished 

slicking me up. Joe straddled my hips and leaned over 
me, putting one hand on the headboard. He pinched my 
nipples until they stung. 

| groaned and he laughed. Joe slid his greased 

fingers against my uninjured hand and guided it to his 
ass. He pushed my finger in along with his. | didn’t need 
much encouragement to folow his lead and work our 
digits in and out. When he added another one, | felt his 
body resist. 

Joe’s held fel back, and his stomach tightened. A 
ful-body shudder made his skin dance. So beautiful. So 
perfect. And he was mine. He needed Gabriel, but he 


wanted me. A kind of desire I’d never felt before 


consumed me. 

For the first time, | welcomed the changes Joe had 
gone through. It was like becoming had released the 
hedonist | knew was there, had finaly set free the 
beautiful man I’d falen in love with. 

Joe puled our fingers out and sat back, then took 

a moment to aim my cock before pushing down on me. 
Seated against my pelvis, Joe stared down at me with a 
kind of raw hunger I’d only seen in my fantasies. The 
scales on Joey’s hips fluttered, and his entire body 
surged in a wave of carved muscle and golden skin as 
he arched back, stretching his arms above his head. He 
changed the angle by shifting his weight away and began 
to ride me. 

His ass clenched, causing me to struggle for 

breath. It wasn’t just how it felt to be buried inside him, 
it was how he looked, flushed with pleasure and made 
feral by the need for more of it. 

More of what he wanted from me. This beautiful, 


perfect man, surrounded by equaly metaphysicaly 


enhanced creatures, stil wanted me in his life. And it 
was only want, because | wasn’t Lesser-Bred. 

| bent my knees and urged him to move with a 
thrust. What began as slow rocking grew into a frenzied 
dance. Joey growled, and it vibrated down his body 
and into my bones. | wasn’t going to last long, and I'd 
never had problems with control before. | guess Joey 
wasn’t the only one who'd changed. 

When I was close, | wrapped a hand around 

Joey’s cock and stroked him in time with his 
movements. His eyes never closed, his stare never 
wavered. Before I’d had to beg him to watch me, but 
now it was more like a chalenge. | came hard, and 
Joe’s name ripped out of my throat, folowed by a 
plaintive cry. Wet warmth covered my fingers as he 
folowed me over the edge. 

Joe planted his hands on either side of my head 

and kissed me. He wasn’t even winded, where | felt 
like I'd run a marathon. 


“When you belong to Pavel, l'I feed from you 


while we do this.” For some strange reason, | blushed 
and looked away. Joe caught my chin and puled my 
face back to him. “What?” 

| scrubbed my face, and he made me quit doing 

that too. “I don’t want to belong, Joe. | just want us. 
You and me.” 

“But you won't have a choice, and | have to be 

with my own.” Joe took a breath. “You’re scared.” 
“No—” 

“You are.” | wanted to think the sudden light in his 
eyes was my imagination, but it wasn’t. Joe seemed 
pleased at the prospect of something frightening me. 
| sighed. “Okay, yes. I’m scared.” 

“Why?” 

Good question. | thought a moment. “It isn’t right. 
It’s unfair, it’s wrong.” 

He brushed his lips against my jaw, my ear. Joe 
climbed off me and stretched out at my side. “The real 
reason, Tay. Tel me.” 


Joe put a hand on my cheek and made me turn my 


head back around. The bronze color of his eyes was 
dark enough to pass for brown. It made his expression 
soft, like | remembered. 

“I’m helpless.” | wasn’t even sure if it realy was 

the reason until | said it. Then it became like a burden 
on my conscience. 

Joe leaned closer. He twirled a lock of my hair 
hanging near my eyes with his fingers. He pushed it 
back with exaggerated care. “You don’t have to be 
afraid, Tay. l'I take care of you now. l'I keep you 

Safe.” 

Thing was, | wasn’t sure I realy wanted him to. 

Joey’s idea of protecting me had already gotten one 
man’s throat eaten out. “I’m not sure | could live with 
that.” 

He stopped moving, and his eyebrows met over 

the bridge of his nose. “Why?” 

“| don’t want people to get hurt.” He stil looked 
confused, so | added, “The man in the aley. You kiled 


him to protect me.” 


The smile on Joe’s face returned. “I didn’t kil him 

to protect you. He had a broken arm and a broken 
knee, Tay. He was helpless. He wasn’t going to come 
after you.” 

It was my turn to be confused. “But Gabriel said 

you kiled him. He could smel it.” 

“| did kil him.” 

And if it wasn’t to protect me.... “Why?” 

Joe petted my cheek, smiling. “Because | wanted 


to and I could.” 


—@®CHAPTER 20 


Chapter 20 


SOMEHOW | didn’t think Dave Harland, regional 
manager for the Atlanta area stores, was going to be 
very impressed with my reason for not showing up to 
work. Dave and | never realy got along. He always 
thought his little brother should have gotten my job. He 
probably wanted to fire me. And while | could fight it, | 
wasn’t sure | wanted to anymore. 

Who was | kidding? Sooner or later word would 

get out about my change of address; then my job would 
be toast. The Java House’s no wyrm policy covered 
their employees as wel as their customers. And while | 
hadn’t sprung teeth, | was sure being the object of 
belonging fel under the no tolerance policy 
somewhere. Engaging in sexual relations with the 
inhuman most definitely did. 

| finished brushing my teeth and rinsed. Freshly 


Shaved, showered, and being able to take care of 


personal business with my own hands should have left 
me feeling revived. But it didn’t. | swiped away some of 
the condensation on the mirror and stared at myself. 
Gray-blue eyes, blond hair, chiseled jaw, square chin. | 
knew the face, but | did not know the man staring back 
at me. Because the man in the mirror was sleeping with 
the monsters. And worse than that, he wasn’t running in 
terror at the prospect of be/onging to one. 

Maybe Pavel would change his mind. Maybe he 

was just wrong. And if either of those thoughts were a 
possibility, what did it mean for Joey? 

Because | wanted to. 

| shut my eyes and told myself he hadn’t meant 

what he’d said. Joe would never hurt anyone wilingly. 
Never. 

| went into the bedroom in search of clothes and 

my cel phone. The clothes weren’t a problem. They 
hung in the closet thanks to Joe. At least, mine were in 
there. When I didn’t see his, | checked the suitcase. 


Stil inside, stil folded. | tried not to let it bother me. 


Everything in my pockets from the day at the 

bakery was in a nice neat pile on the bedside table. My 
cel phone was MIA. So were my car keys. | 

wondered if someone was trying to tel me something. 

| got dressed and did another search, even though 

it was a waste of time. There were only so many places 
stuff could be misplaced. If Joe had been there, | would 
have asked him, but he was gone when | woke up. 

| went out into the living area. Gabriel lay on the 
ragged-out sofa, eyes closed, hands folded over his 
stomach just above the waistband of his ratty jeans. 

| considered waking him up and asking him if he’d 
seen my cel, but he could always lie. After al, if he was 
responsible for hiding it in the first place, it wasn’t likely 
he’d be too keen on giving it back. No, Gabriel would 
just make up some line of BS, and unlike Kin or 
Lesser-Breds, | couldn’t scent an untruth. | glanced at 
the shut door to the room he shared with Pavel. If he 
was hiding my phone, it would most likely be in there. 


| checked on Gabriel again. There was no way for 


me to know for sure how long he’d been asleep. It 
could have been five minutes or an hour. | didn’t worry 
about making noise and waking him up. While Kin and 
Lesser-Breds didn’t need much sleep, when they did 
Sleep, trying to wake them up was like trying to raise 
the dead. 

| headed for the other room. 

“Looking for something, Taylor?” 

And froze. A quick look back at the sofa revealed 

the same picture as before, only this time there was a 
Slight twist to Gabriel’s mouth. 

He said, “You realize you’re about to break 

Taboo. The door is closed. You go in there and you’re 
treading in a territory claimed.” 

| curled my hand into a fist, and put it back at my 
side. “Yeah, wel, what about stealing? Isn’t that also a 
Taboo?” 

Gabriel’s eyes opened and he sat up. The smirk 

was bigger now. “And what did | supposedly take?” 


“My cel phone, my car keys.” My freedom. My 


boyfriend. And at the top of the list was my fucking 
Sanity. 

One of Gabriel’s eyebrows went up. “Realy?” 

| shut my eyes, counted to three. When | opened 
them again, Gabriel was standing up and stretching. 
Like Joey, he was too damn beautiful to be real. And 
worse, my body reacted to him, tingling head to toe, 
heat spreading in my groin. 

He caught me watching him and his smirk turned 
into a grin. “You hungry?” Gabriel headed into the 
kitchen. | told myself not to folow, but of course | did. 
“I want my cel phone.” 

Gabriel opened the fridge and puled out a carton 

of eggs, folowed by a galon of milk. He turned on the 
stove and began cracking one egg after the other on the 
counter and dropping the yolks into a cast iron pan. 
“How many do you want?” 

“What | want is my phone.” 

“That’s not what | asked.” He added some butter 


and a splash of milk. 


| crossed my arms. “I’m not hungry.” He didn’t 

even have to cal me out on my lie. My stomach did it 
for me. 

Gabriel laughed. “l'I take that as three, then? Any 
meat? | think there’s some—” 

“Phone, Gabriel! | want my goddamned phone 

and | want my car keys.” 

Silence. | waited. And | waited some more. Just 

when I was about to pick something up and throw it at 
him, Gabriel asked, “Did you check the charger?” 
“Charger?” 

“Hmm, yeah. Phone charger. Last time | saw it, 

that’s where it was. Joe plugged it up. He said it was 
dead.” Gabriel opened the cabinet and puled out a bag 
of bagels. “I’m out of bread, so wil these do?” 

| think if l’'d had something sharp in my hand, | 

would have stabbed him. “And where is the charger?” 
He waved the spatula in his hand at the far wal of 

the kitchen. “In the corner. You never did say if you 


wanted a bagel.” 


| ignored him and went to find my phone. There it 
was, perched beside the glass jar filed with change. 
“And my keys?” More silence. | glanced at Gabriel, 
and of course he was smiling. 

“On the nail by the door.” 

Of course, where else would they be? | hurried 

past him and located my key ring right where he said. 
From the kitchen, Gabriel said, “Eggs wil be done 

in a minute. You should eat first.” 

“| need to cal my boss.” 

“Problems at work?” 

At work? | laughed. “In case you haven’t noticed, 

| haven’t been going to work.” 

Gabriel walked over to the dining room table with 

the skilet in hand, plates in the other. He doled out 
portions, then went back into the kitchen. | stared at the 
eggs. As tired as | was of eating them, they smeled 
good. 

Gabriel returned with glasses of milk, the bagels, 


and a pile of sliced ham—at least, it smeled and looked 


like ham—on a plate. He set it down, then puled out a 
chair. 

Gabriel jabbed his fork at the seat beside him. 

“Sit, eat.” 

| walked over and sat down. “I feel like I’m being 
assimilated.” 

Gabriel surprised me by laughing. “Please don’t 

tel me you’re going to move your wide-screen in here 
and force me to watch Star Trek . Unless, of course, 
it’s the classics.” 

| picked up my fork. “You like the classics?” 

“I think it’s Shatner’s hair. It just does something 

for me.” 

It was my turn to laugh. | hated to admit it, but it 

felt good. Normal. | soooned up a few bites of egg. 
They were good. | don’t know why, but | swear the 
eggs bought on the inside of the Zone were just richer in 
flavor. | chalked it up to the camping effect. Food 
always tastes better when you eat in the dirt. 


Gabriel picked up a bagel. “So, about work.” 


“What about it?” 

“Joe said he thought you might lose your job.” 

| shuffled my eggs from one side of the plate to the 
other. “Probably. If | don’t lose it, l'I probably just 
quit.” 

“Is there a reason you think you can’t hold a job 
now?” 

“It’s not my ability that’s in question.” Gabriel 
stared, and I said, “Wil you stop?” 

“What?” 

“Looking at me like that. Al the time like that. 

It’s....” He dropped his gaze back to his plate. | made 
a face, but it was wasted on the air between us. “The 
problem isn’t me being able to hold a job. | work for 
corporate America.” 

“The Java House.” 

“Yeah, the Java House, and they have certain 
expectations of their higher-ups.” 

“No fraternizing with the wyrms?” He took a bite 


of bagel and smiled at me around the fluffy edges. Then 


proceeded to talk with his mouth ful. “You don’t have 
to tel them.” 

“Even if | thought they’d buy a lie, eventualy 
someone would figure it out.” 

“Lots of Links work in the business world. Some 

hold very powerful political positions.” 

| put my fork down. “I’m not a Link.” 

“But you wil be. Jely for your bagel?” Gabriel 

picked up a smal jar of strawberry preserves and held 
it out to me. 

“Why didn’t you tel me?” 

“What?” 

“About Pavel wanting to... whatever.” 

“Own you?” 

| frowned. “I’m not a pair of shoes.” 

“No, you’re not. If you were, Pavel would have 

no use for you. Do you want the jely or not? My arm is 
getting tired.” Gabriel wiggled the jar. When | didn’t 
reply, he shrugged and put it on the table. “You're 


important to him, Taylor. | Know you don’t understand 


why, but you are.” 

“Because he needs me.” | even made sure to use 

the emphasis. 

The look on Gabriel’s face suggested he might 

have been slightly impressed. “Give it time. | know it 
scares you now, but after a while it won’t.” 

“Because | need him.” 

“One day.” 

“Did you know it would scare me?” 

Gabriel smiled. “It scares most people. Very few 

look for a Male to own them. The lucky ones fal in love 
first, or at least lust. It’s Human nature to fight this kind 
of bond.” 

“Then why didn’t you tel me? You don’t like me. 

You didn’t even want me to come here with Joe. “ 
Gabriel’s expression closed down. He gathered 

up his dishes and carried them into the kitchen. After a 
moment, | folowed. 

| watched him scrub his plate clean, rinse it, and 


put it in the dish drain. “Wil you please stop?” 


He sighed. “I’m not looking at you.” 

“Not....” | squeezed out a curse. “Quit ignoring 

me, damn it. Quit pretending you don’t hear what | say. 
Quit treating me like....” Damn. | didn’t even have a 
word for it. | squeezed out a few more choice curses, 
then decided the hel with it. | was leaving. 

| turned to go, and Gabriel said, “You’re right. | 

didn’t want you here.” | stopped. “I didn’t want Joe to 
go through what | went through. It isn’t easy losing your 
identity. It’s worse to lose the people associated with 
it.” 

| turned around. In al of Gabriel’s flawless beauty, 

he looked incredibly vulnerable at that moment. 
Incredibly Human. | said, “Who did you lose?” 

“My wife, my parents, my brothers and sisters. 
Everyone who ever meant anything to me. My world as 
| knew it disappeared in a matter of weeks. Then | 
went and broke Taboo by trying to get it back, trying to 
be Human. It was a mistake that almost got me kiled.” 


“What happened?” 


“Unlike you, Lisa wasn’t as understanding, and 

being marked on the face, plus everything else, left no 
doubt as to what | was. The cops got involved. | 
wound up hiding in a sewer drain for two days with 
several bulet holes in my chest. | ate rats to stay alive.” 
| tried to imagine what that could have been like. 

To lose everything, everyone. To wake up hated and 
despised. | swalowed against the nausea rising in my 
throat. No wonder Gabriel hated Humans so much. 

| said, “If you’d told me about Pavel, | would 

have run.” 

“I know.” 

“Why didn’t you?” 

“It wouldn’t have mattered.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“You would have come back. And Joe would 

have stil loved you and not me.” 

“Maybe | wouldn’t have come back.” | told 

myself | would never have left Joe, but if I'd known 


their true intentions, | don’t think even him screaming 


for me would have dragged me back into Haven. 
“Maybe not in a week or two, but eventualy you 
wouldn’t have been able to stop yourself.” 

“What are you talking about?” 

“Once you saw Pavel, once you felt his 

metaphysics, there was no turning back. If you’d never 
come into contact with the Males, you might have 
delayed the process. But one day you would have 
found your way to them, even if it meant walking to the 
Zone in your sleep.” He shrugged. “You were meant for 
this, Taylor. It’s possible that what you are is why you 
fel in love with Joe to begin with.” | made a face, and 
he added, “Sometimes those sensitive to metaphysics 
feel an insatiable attraction to people who wil one day 
become. Even before their Kin self wakes up, they can 
sense it. Most have no idea, but once the connection is 
felt, nothing they do can make it go away.” 

“I fel in love with Joe because of who he is.” 

“Yeah, you did. You knew on some deep level he 


wasn’t going to be Human.” 


“No.” My denial was weak at best. 

“You are very special, Taylor. There are so few 

people like you.” 

“Is that why Pavel wants to make me belong?” 

“You stil ask too many questions. | can see why 

Pavel wants you. You’re a lot like Anthony.” 

“Who?” 

Gabriel looked past me at the dining room table. 

“If you're done, l'l get your plates.” When he moved 

to walk by, | put a hand on his arm. Gabriel didn’t have 
to stop, but he did. Warmth filed me, and a strange 
kind of pul made the idea of letting him go unpleasant. 
Somehow | managed to look him in the eye. 

“Who's Anthony?” 

“Anthony was Pavel’s first Link.” 

“Was?” 

“He died about ten years ago.” 

“How?” 

“Car accident.” 


Car accident. It didn’t seem like something so 


ordinary should be responsible for kiling a Link. | 

mean, being connected to Kin should have come with 
benefits. | would have thought being able to live through 
a car wreck would be one of them. 

Gabriel petted my cheek. “It was a very bad 

wreck.” 

| blinked. “You reading my mind now?” 

“No, just your expression. You say a lot with your 

eyes. That’s how | knew you realy loved Joe. How 

much you loved him.” Gabriel’s voice cracked, and he 
suddenly became interested in gathering up my dirty 
dishes. When he pushed past me again, he kept his eyes 
down and face tilted away. He went back to the 

kitchen, dropped everything in the sink, and turned on 
the water. 


| pretended not to see the tears in his eyes. 


—@CHAPTER 21 


Chapter 21 


BACK inside the faux privacy of the bedroom, | dialed 
Dave's direct line and waited for the axe to fal. | knew 
things were going to be bad when his secretary put me 
on hold. | sank down on the bed. Experience had 
taught me one truth about Dave: wait time was a direct 
measurement of how hot his temper was. 

Ten minutes later the line picked up. “Simmons, 

how are you?” 

Last name, long wait, what-a-beautiful-day 

attitude... yeah, “bad” wasn’t even going to cover this 
conversation. “Look, | know you wanted me there 
yesterday, but something came up and | couldn’t get 
away.” 

“Realy? What on earth could be more important 

than your career?” 

| pressed my palms against my eyes. “My health.” 


“You've realy put your team into a bind here. 


Corporate is breathing down my neck. They want to 
see better numbers on the downtown store locations. 
Numbers they wil never see if you’re not there to get 
those people in gear.” 

“I know.” 

“Need | remind you, the performance of your 

stores are a direct reflection of your evaluation, not to 
mention your paycheck. Taking time off, especialy 
now, when we've launched the new advertising 
Campaign and when our sales are already hurting, isn’t 
smart.” 

“I know, Dave. | Know.” 

“Then if you know so much, why the hel isn’t your 
ass downtown doing your job?” 

| had to pul the phone away from the side of my 

head to keep my eardrum from blowing out. When 
Dave was done screaming, | brought it back and said, 
“I’m not asking for any more time off.” 

His exhale rattled the speaker. “Good.” 


“I’m just giving you a courtesy cal. | know I’ve 


put you in a bind, and I’m sorry. l'I fax you my 
resignation and you can forward it to Corporate, and 
l'I shoulder the blame.” 

| heard papers rattle in the background and a chair 
squeak. Dave said, “Run that by me again? Because it 
sounds to me like you’re quitting.” 

| leaned forward, resting my elbows on my knees. 
Eyes down, | stared at the worn-out hardwood floor as 
if it could give me an answer, or maybe just some 
comfort. | got neither. “I am quitting.” 

“Taylor, is there something going on? | know you. 

You couldn’t let this job go if you were being dragged 
by a team of horses.” 

He was right. Apparently a single Lesser-Bred 

had more pul than any number of equine. “I know. 
Look, I’m sorry. | Know this puts you in a bind, and 

I’m sorry.” 

“I don’t want you to quit. | just want you to do 

your job.” 


Hearing Dave say that surprised me. “I figured 


you'd be happy. Now your little brother can folow in 
your footsteps.” 

Dave choked a laugh. “As much as I love Matt, he 
can’t pul off your numbers. You make me look good.” 
Another time and place, | would have preened 

from the compliment. Not now. “Thanks. That means a 
lot coming from you.” 

“It does mean a lot coming from me. Therefore 

you know I’m not yanking your chain. Now I need 
you.” 

“I can’t.” 

“What the hel, Taylor? Does this have anything to 

do with that lawyer contacting Corporate? Is he strong- 
arming you?” 

| sat up. “Wait. What did you say?” 

“Cody Kline from Kline and Kline.” 

Jesus, Kline and Kline. The name was wel known 
among any franchise business. They were like flies 
circling the pigsty waiting for shit to fal. They’d brought 


more than one corporation to their knees—Doughnut 


Hole, Walgrums, even home of the golden arches had 
the pleasure of feeling their wrath. Their cases were 
always crap, and they never went to court. The 
companies settled because fighting it was more 
expensive. Now they were after the Java House and 
pointing the finger at me? What the hel? 

Then Dave said, “Apparently some guy named 

Paul Norse has a beef with you and is going after 
Corporate.” 

“Shit.” 

“I take it you know him?” 

“Unfortunately. Does he have a case?” 

“They claim he does. Something about having 
threats on tape.” 

It never occurred to me his office could have had 

a video camera. Damn. If he did, | could wind up with 
worse than a lawsuit. 

My mind was heading down the worst-case 

scenario when Dave said, “But the corporate lawyers 


think it’s a bluff. They’ve done some intel, and 


apparently Paul Norse has done this before. They think 
a letter with some friendly financial threats wil shut him 
up. If not, a check wil. Jerry at the home office didn’t 
even bat an eye when the subject came up. Even they 
think you’re worth it.” 

“Jesus, I’m sorry.” 

“Don’t be. Just tel me you’re coming back 

tomorrow and you’l make my day.” 

| wanted to. God, now | even felt like | had to. 

“I’m sorry, | can’t. This isn’t going to change, and it’s 
not going to get any better.” But it would get worse. 
“It’s serious.” 

“Yeah.” 

“And there’s no chance you’d change your mind. 

Even if | gave you two weeks.” 

| wanted to tel him okay. Instead | said, “No. It 

won't change anything.” 

“| guess l'I mail you the paperwork, then.” 

“Yeah, sure. l'I have to cal you back with a new 


address.” 


“You moved?” 

It was my turn to laugh, which honestly sounded 

more like a sob. Felt like a sob too. | sighed and lay 
down on the bed, staring at the ceiling while listening to 
Dave breathe in my ear. 

“Taylor?” 

“l'm stil here.” 

“Are you sure you're okay?” 

“I’m good. l'I cal you back in a few days with the 
details on where to send my file.” 

He started to say something else, but | hung up. 

From the doorway, Gabriel said, “You didn’t have 

to do that.” He came across the room and climbed on 
the bed. “I told you lots of people who are Links have 
jobs.” 

| stared at him stretched out beside me, hands 

tucked behind his head. | put my cel phone in my 
pocket and resumed staring at the cracked and peeling 
ceiling. “Have you ever considered doing some spackle 


and paint?” 


Gabriel snorted. “Kin aren’t the type.” 

“You could hire someone.” 

“In case you haven’t noticed, the building we're in 

is a beyond the DIY stage and would probably be 
better off condemned.” 

| laughed again, and this time a few tears escaped. 
“My life is so fucked.” | threw an arm over my eyes in 
some lame attempt to hide. 

Gabriel said, “I thought the same thing when | 

went through my Shift. | even considered suicide. But 
my Kin self wouldn’t let me do it. Survival, it’s 
everything for us. Our Human parts have a hard time 
dealing with that sometimes. Death is so much easier.” 
And he said it so nonchalantly. | moved my arm so 

| could look at him. Then | put my hand in his. | can’t 
say why, realy. 

Gabriel’s fingers entwined with mine. “If it hadn’t 
been for Anthony, | think | would have lost my mind. 
He found me, you know. He brought me to Pavel.” The 


tone of his voice sounded familiar. 


Then I realized | often spoke of Joe the same way. 

“You loved him.” 

“Very much. More so, | think, because Pavel fed 

me.” Gabriel turned his head, and his mouth quirked. 
“We share metaphysics, so | felt his need. First 
Anthony was my friend, and eventualy my lover.” 

“And Pavel didn’t care?” 

“Kin aren’t exactly monogamous.” 

“Oh. | thought a Link was, wel....” 

“Like marriage?” Gabriel grinned, making me feel 
completely stupid. “No, it’s nothing like marriage. It has 
nothing to do with love and everything to do with 
resources. Most importantly, there is no undoing it, and 
as a Link, you can’t live without the Male you’re 
bonded to, not that you would want to.” 

| put my gaze back on the ceiling. “Kind of sounds 

like how | feel about Joe.” 

“You love Joe. There’s a difference. You can lose 
someone you love and survive it, but metaphysical 


bonds are forever.” 


“Are you in love with Pavel?” 

Gabriel sighed. “Of course. | told you, it’s 

impossible for a Lesser-Bred not to fal in love with the 
one he feeds or feeds from him. We are part Human, 
and the ability or the desire for that kind of connection 
doesn’t go away.” 

“And you don’t have a problem with Pavel 

wanting me to move in on your happy home?” 

“It’s not what you think.” 

“Explain it to me.” 

“Am | jealous? Yes, but not because you’l one 

day love him. It’s because you’! be connected to him in 
a way I never wil. My Kin self craves the bond, but as 

a Lesser-Bred, | can never have it. It’s why most Kin 
keep several Lesser-Breds. We need the Humanness of 
each other as much as we need the Kin. Things get 
mixed up when we become, and it can take years for us 
to sort ourselves out.” 

Years? As if the whole Human to nonhuman 


wasn’t traumatic enough. Did Lesser-Breds go to 


therapy? Was there even such a thing? | didn’t know, 
and | hated to admit it, but | was too chickenshit to ask. 
Gabriel made a face. “Is there a reason you’re 

looking at me like that?” 

| didn’t even realize | was. “Uh, other than the fact 

al the nicey-nice is sort of freaking me out, no.” 

He puled his hand away and sat up. “Don’t 

worry, | didn’t come in here to make you my new 

BFF.” 

“BFF?” 

“Best friends for—don’t you ever text?” 

“Not realy.” 

“And you think I’ve been living in a cave.” 

“Hey, | never—” 

Gabriel put his hand on my arm. “I promise, no 
ulterior motives. | just came to see if you wanted to be 
with Joe when | fed him today.” 

Only it wouldn’t just be Joe, it would be him and 

Joe. | stared at Gabriel. “I don’t know if I’m ready.” 


His grip tightened, and the place where our skin 


connected heated. A hiss escaped from between my 
clenched teeth. 

“You're ready, Taylor. The longer you wait, the 

more dangerous it could be for you when it happens.” 
Dangerous. That one word should have made me 

tel him no. 

Gabriel didn’t wait for me to answer. He tugged 

on my hand. “C’mon.” 

| folowed, and when he went to the closet to pul 

out the heavy quilts, | helped. Strange how this felt 
almost normal. 

| waited for Gabriel to strip off the bed sheets so 

we could lay down the first quilt. 

| said, “Out of curiosity, what’s Joe doing out with 
Pavel?” 

Gabriel twisted his mouth in that familiar smartass 
way. “Why, are you jealous?” 

He took the quilt out of my hands and tossed it 

over the mattress. Gabriel tucked in one side while | 


tucked in the other. 


“No. Maybe. | don’t know. | was just... 

wondering.” 

He shrugged. “Pavel wanted to give Joe another 

tour of the area in the daytime, show him the dangerous 
areas versus the safe areas of the Fringe again, so there 
won’t be any more mistakes.” 

| picked up the second quilt. “Pavel’s taken him 

out before?” 

“Absolutely.” 

“When?” 

Gabriel took his half of the blanket, and we spread 

it out and tucked it in. “The first night he was here. 
Knowing the area is the first thing we teach new 
Lesser-Breds. As you wel know, it could mean the 
difference between life and death. Especialy in the 
Fringe.” 

We finished with the blankets, and Gabriel picked 

up the sheets to put them out of range. 

| said, “I never did thank you.” 


“For what?” 


“For taking the blame.” 

Gabriel tilted his head as he came to stand in front 

of me. “I did it because I’m his dominant. In the end, 
it’s my responsibility to make sure he does the right 
thing.” He petted a line from my cheek to my healing 
hand. Just that simple touch left me light-headed and 
way too warm. 

“Why does that happen?” 

“What?” 

“When you touch me, it feels....” 

He did it again. It was even more pronounced the 
second time. 

“Yeah, that. Right there.” 

“It’s your blood. It sings to me.” 

“Pavel said the same thing.” 

The door to the apartment opened, and Gabriel 

said, “Speak of the devil.” He went out the door just as 
Joe got to the threshold. | didn’t miss the look they 
passed each other, or the touch. Just a brush of hands, 


but it was intimate enough to make my cheeks burn. 


Teling myself it was because they were Lesser-Breds 
did not soothe the ugly green monster one bit. 

| opened my mouth to say something, but then Joe 
walked toward me. | don’t know if he did it on 

purpose, but the way he moved at that moment sucked 
the air right out of my lungs. 

He slipped his hand around to the back of my 

neck and puled me in for a kiss. Like silk, his sun- 
warmed lips pressed against my mouth. | opened and 
our tongues sparred for a moment before | gave in and 
let him take the lead. 

When Joe puled back, he said, “Please tel me 

you're going to stay.” 

As if | had a chance of saying no. | nodded, and 

right before my eyes, his teeth sharpened. The room 
spun for a moment, and | leaned my head against his. 
Joe cupped my face with his hands. “You okay?” 

“Yeah, | think the stress is just getting to me.” 

“What’s wrong?” 


“I quit my job.” 


Joe frowned. “Why?” 

“I didn’t want to deal with the shitstorm that would 
happen when Corporate found out where I’m living. 
Plus I’ve put Dave in a bind. He needs me now, and | 
can’t. Not with al this.” 

“You have vacation time saved up. You’ve never 
asked for time off.” Little bits of orange blossomed up 
in the pools of Joey’s eyes. 

“I know. But even if | took every day owed to me 

off, | don’t think it would be enough. | need to think. | 
need time to think. I’d be useless to them right now.” | 
shrugged. “And with everything else that has been 
dropped into my lap, it’s probably for the best.” | 
moved to step away, and Joey’s grip tightened. | 
looked down at where his fingers dug into my arm. | 
tried not to wince. 

He said, “What do you mean, everything else?” 

| can’t say why, but I realy didn’t want to tel Joe. 

“It’s nothing.” 


His grip tightened even more. “Tel me.” 


“Ow, Joe.” | puled at his fingers, but he didn’t 

budge. The orange in Joe’s eyes flickered to red. A 

cold chil ran down my spine, and the hair on the back 
of my neck stood up. 

Now | realy didn’t want to tel him. 

“Tay?” He growled. 

“It’s not important.” 

“You losing your job is important. Now tel me.” 

“They got a cal from a lawyer.” 

Joey cocked his head, then his grip loosened. 

“Why?” 

“I went to go see Paul Norse, the day....” They 

day everything changed and this new strange life began. 
“Anyhow, | told him if he didn’t leave you alone, 

I’d....” Hurt him. Or more specificaly, break him in 

half. | don’t know why, but | didn’t want to tel Joe that 
part most of al. “He got a lawyer, wrote a letter to 
Corporate. It’s just words on paper. Corporate doesn’t 
seem worried, but if he wants to be an ass, things could 


get bad.” 


“Bad how?” 

“Technicaly | threatened his life. If Paul realy 

does have it on tape like he claims, | could wind up 
being charged, I’m sure. It was a stupid thing to do. | 
was just so pissed at him for what he did.” 

Joe petted my cheek, slid his thumb over my lips, 

then came closer to lay a kiss on my pulse point. “You 
always tried to take care of me, Tay.” 

Tension | wasn’t even aware of released its hold 

on my muscles, and | wrapped my arms around him. 
“It’s my job.” 

“Not anymore.” | started to protest, and Joey 

stopped me with a kiss. “I’m your dominant. | take care 
of you now.” He undid the button on my jeans and 
puled down my fly. On the back of a laugh, he said, 
“You know, there’s a great cure al for stress.” 

| chuckled. “Sex solves everything, huh?” 

“Most things. If nothing else, it lets you forget for a 
while.” He slipped his hand inside the waistband of my 


boxers and fondled my bals. 


| tried to unsnap Joe’s jeans, and he pushed my 

hand away. “It’s my turn to take care of you.” 

| nodded. | don’t think | could have told him no 

even if | wanted to. And | didn’t want to. 

Joe continued to tease my nuts as he tugged my 

pants down far enough that they could slide down my 
legs. | stepped out and stripped off my shirt without any 
prompting. | think he liked that, because he growled. 
Gabriel walked back in with a smal bottle in hand. 

| blushed when his gaze raked me over, but | didn’t ask 
Joe to stop. 

Joey undid his jeans, kicked them off, and then 

puled me over to the mattress, where we lay down. He 
gripped my hair, and he leaned forward to kiss me. My 
heart sped up when our lips brushed. “I’m so happy 
you want to be with us.” 

Thing was, | realy didn’t want to be with them, | 

just wanted to be with Joe, only now | didn’t feel like | 
had a choice. 


| was vaguely aware of Gabriel getting undressed 


and then sitting down beside us. But my attention was 
on Joe as he teased one of my nipples. Joe leaned 
forward and his tongue darted out, wetting my bottom 
lip. | tried to raise my head, but Joe held me where | 
was. 

He said, “You’l love this. | promise.” 

“I love you.” 

“I know you do. But | want this. | want to watch. 

God of Man, Tay, | want to watch him fuck you.” 

He kissed me, sort of. It was more of an invasion 

of my mouth and an assault on my tongue. Maybe it felt 
like that because of how shocked | was to hear Joe say 
something like that to me, or maybe it was how violently 
he took from me. 

| studied Joe’s face, his inhuman eyes. | touched 

his lips, his teeth. His tongue flicked out over my finger 
like he wanted to suck it. 

Joe said, “You taste realy good.” 

“Yeah?” 


He smiled. “Yeah.” 


| circled his nipple with my now wet finger, and his 

eyes widened. “What do | taste like?” When he didn’t 
answer me, | pinched him, tugged, pinched again. “Tel 
me.” Harder this time. | felt his cock twitch against my 
groin. 

Joey gave a smal hiss. “Raspberries and peaches, 

with something rich like cream.” 

Raspberries. | don’t know why, but | laughed. 

“Realy?” 

He hummed, and his touch wandered up my body. 

He pinched and teased one of my nipples the same way 
| had done to his. 

He petted my side from hip to thigh. The heat from 
Gabriel’s touch made me shudder. 

Joe roled me over and puled me to my knees, 

then kissed me. Gabriel’s touch slid to my thighs, 
between my legs. He kissed me with velvet lips 
between the shoulders, and his heated tongue left a wet 
trail to my crack. Gabriel pushed apart my ass cheeks, 


and a tongue lapped against my hole. Joe swalowed 


down the surprised sound | made. 

“Į just want you, Joe.” | needed him to understand 
that more than anything. 

He smiled, and his teeth were sharp. “But | don’t 
want you to just want me.” 

| wish | could say hearing that didn’t hurt. “Why?” 
Joe pushed me over again and pinned me down 

by sitting on my chest. He held my wrists to the 
mattress. | couldn’t see Gabriel, but | could feel his 
hands caress my thighs, his mouth on my cock. Heat, 
wonderful heat. It started where he touched me and 
filed me up on the inside. 

| moaned Joe’s name and he rocked against me, 
cock leaking precum. The smel of him made me want 
to be closer, be inside him. 

Joe said, “Admit it, you want Gabriel. You crave 

him just like | crave him.” 

| shook my head. “No.” 

“Say it, Tay.” 

“Why?” 


“Because then | know you know the truth.” 

“What truth?” 

“You're not better than any of us. That deep 

down, you’re a monster too.” 

“You're not a monster.” 

Joe smirked. “Yes, | am.” 

“You're not. Joe, you're not.” He couldn’t be. 

“Yeah, | am. We al are. Some of us just don’t 

pretend anymore.” 

Gabriel sucked on one nut, then the other, before 
moving back to the head of my cock and teasing the slit 
with his tongue. Joey bent down and pinched one of my 
nipples between his teeth, hard enough to draw blood. 

| cried out, and Joe growled. “When Pavel feeds 

from you, | want to watch that too. | want to see him 
bite you, shred you, eat you.” 

| should have been afraid of the things he said. | 

wanted to be afraid. But fear wasn’t my problem. The 
thought of having teeth sinking into my flesh and a Male 


fucking me didn’t scare me at al. It should have. God, 


what the hel was happening to me? 

Gabriel’s touch disappeared, and a pain erupted in 

my head. Joe moved off me, but he didn’t let go of my 
wrists. | watched Gabriel open a bottle of lubricant and 
pour a generous amount into his hand before picking up 
one of my legs and putting it on his shoulder. The pain in 
my head faded again. He put a hand on my hip, and the 
other one between us. 

Cold and slick pushed against my hole. Joe licked 

my shoulder at the same moment Gabriel pushed a 
finger inside me. | bit back the bark of surprise. 

Joey said, “Don’t.” 

For a second or two, | thought he was talking to 

Gabriel, but he was looking at me. | shook my head. 
“Don’t hold back. | want to hear you. You’! 

sound wonderful. Just like prey.” 

Gabriel pushed in a second finger. It wasn’t the 

act of being penetrated that made me yel, it was just 
him, the feel of him. The heat, the roling invisible fire 


filing up the air. 


| said, “What is that?” 

“He’s going to ro// you.” And Joe said ro// with 

that strange whirr. 

Gabriel’s entire body rocked when he moved his 
fingers in and out. His cock slid against the inside of my 
leg, thick, flushed, the tip shiny. | wondered what he’d 
taste like. | yanked my gaze away and looked at Joe. 

| asked, “Ro//, what do you mean?” 

“Do you remember the first time you were with 

me, at Haven?” 

How could | forget? | nodded. 

“I rolled you. That’s why it felt so good. It’s a 
metaphysical feed. Because he’s part Human, he can 
roll you and feed from you.” 

Gabriel added a third finger, and | squirmed. It 

didn’t hurt, and it should have. It had been a long time 
since I’d bottomed. Joe had never wanted me to, and 
to be honest, | preferred it that way. But here, there 
wasn’t even the normal kind of burn. 


| remembered what Gabriel had said about 


feeding, how intimate it was, how nothing was left 
untouched. “Only you, Joe. l'I do this, but only you can 
rollme.” 

“I can’t.” He licked my throat. “My metaphysics 

aren’t strong enough. There was just the one time, when 
| was stil burning hot. | want to. | want to so bad, but | 
can't.” 

“Then | don’t want it done.” | arched off the 

mattress, body aching, my cock slapping against my 
stomach when | gave in to the urge to ride Gabriel’s 
hand. 

“But | do. He can share you with me. Through 

him, | can feed from you. Please don’t tel me no. 
Please, Tay.” 

| wanted to. | should have. Instead | nodded. 

Joe’s eyes widened. So did his smile. He kissed 

me, plunging his tongue deep, sucking the air from my 
lungs. Over and over again, Joe said, “I love you” 
against my mouth. Part of me didn’t agree. This wasn’t 


love. What we had was love. This was something raw, 


visceral, dark and born of dragons. 

| buried my hands in Joey’s hair and puled my 

mouth away so | could tip my head back to give him ful 
access to my throat. Sharp teeth drew a line across my 
jugular, and | wondered for a second if he was going to 
kil me. Instead of pain, he left a trail of featherlike 
touches from his lips down to my chest. | felt hot, cold, 
and euphoric. The heat they radiated thickened, 
covering my skin and sinking into my muscle. 

Two bodies pressed against me and two mouths 
attacked mine. Gabriel tasted nothing like Joey. His 
flavor was richer and slightly spicy, as if he’d eaten 
something with a lot of cinnamon. | tasted blood from 
where I’d cut my tongue on their teeth. It made both of 
them kiss me harder, as if by doing so they could drink 
me down. 

When their mouths left mine, it was as if my source 

of air had been stripped away. | shut my eyes and tears 
squeezed out. Gabriel kicked up his purr and my entire 


body shuddered. Never in my life had | hit the edge so 


fast. 

Joe glanced over his shoulder at Gabriel. “Don’t 

let him come yet.” 

Don't let me? Gabriel’s hand tightened at the 

base of my cock, and this time | didn’t moan, | 
screamed. | tried to grab hold of Joe, but he wouldn’t 
let go of my wrists. | lifted my head to see Gabriel 
leaning back, hand on his cock as he stroked himself, 
the thick, plum-sized head of his dick moving in and out 
the tunnel of his fist. The beads in his hair kept time to 
his movements. And when Gabriel finaly came, his 
entire body shuddered. Ribbons of ejaculate covered 
my nuts and dripped down my ass. Even after al that, 
he was stil hard. 

Gabriel picked up my other leg and pushed my 

knees closer to my chest. Joe purred when Gabriel 
positioned his cock against my hole. | hissed as he 
pushed in, and then grunted when he brushed my 
prostate. The deeper Gabriel went, the harder it 


became for me to breathe. After forever, he stopped. 


The al-over warmth intensified like | was being 

filed up with sunlight. The sensation of heated cobwebs 
crawled over my skin. | remembered when Joe had 
done this, how it made me feel. Like my entire body 
was going to crack open and my soul would leak out. 
And | couldn’t wait for it to happen again. 

Joe said my name, and somehow | found him 

through the haze of pleasure. Flecks of gold dominated 
the dark bronze of Joey’s eyes as he stared down at 
me. 

He licked my cheek. “Relax.” 

| think | said the exact same thing to Joe the first 

few times we had sex. Only that had been normal sex. 
Two bodies, both with the same goal. This was very 
different. Something not Human. 

| opened and closed my hands, wanting to do 
something with them. Pinned down under both of them, 
| felt helpless. And | just didn’t do helpless very wel. 
“Joey, let me touch you.” 


“You wil. But not yet.” 


Not yet? 

| didn’t have a chance to ask when. Gabriel puled 

back and pushed forward. He started slow, almost 
puling completely out before riding forward again. 
Every time he completed a stroke, he picked up the 
pace. 

And even though | felt him, every glorious inch, it 

was the preternatural heat that held my focus. Sweat 
ran off me in rivulets, soaking the quilts, as my body 
desperately fought against the heat. 

“Joe!” 

“l'm right here.” 

He was, but | couldn’t see him because of the 

tears. “Please, let me touch you!” | needed him to 
ground me or I was going to tear apart. 

Joe let me go and straddled me with his knees on 
either side of my shoulders, facing Gabriel. | found 
Joey’s cock, and the physical contact sent a whole new 
wave of want through me. He pumped his hips, shoving 


his dick in and out of my fist faster than | could stroke 


him. | licked and sucked at the soft spot behind Joe’s 
nuts, inhaling the scent him, tasting him on my tongue. 
| felt Gabriel shift his weight forward, and then Joe 

bit him. | didn’t see him do it, of course. But | felt it. 
Through the heat coursing through me, | felt a second 
presence. It was the only way to describe it, a cool 
river among Gabriel’s heat. 

Then the sticky sound of flesh being torn rivaled 
everything else. Gabriel’s hips shot forward, his body 
seized up, his cock jerked. My own orgasm folowed, 
but it was a minor spark in comparison to the 
metaphysical explosion Gabriel and Joe caused inside 
me, tearing me up from the inside out. | should have 
been in pain. Hel, | should have been on fire. | wish it 
had hurt, because then maybe | wouldn’t have wanted 
more. 

The last thing | remembered was the sense of 

being consumed, only instead of my flesh, it was my 


soul. 


—@C HAPTER 22 


Chapter 22 


THE apartment was almost empty. Over the past few 
days, Pavel and Gabriel had been coming under the 
cover of darkness with a borrowed box truck to pick 

up the things | packed during the day. There wasn’t 
much else that we could use at the other place. They’d 
taken the sofa, left the end tables, brought the TV. 
Accent pieces hanging on the wal, art, and curtains 
were stil in their places. The holes created by the 
missing furniture made the apartment feel lost. 

It was worse than being empty. 

It was more like being abandoned. 

| had a few more days to get what | wanted to 

keep before the real estate agent put it up for sale. The 
market wasn’t great, but at the price | had it listed, she 
was Sure it would go fast, even in the current economy. 
| wouldn’t make the kiling I’d anticipated when | 


bought the place eight years before, but I'd make 


enough that if | invested it right, | wouldn’t starve. 
With the money from the sale, combined with the 
prices inside the Gray Zone, Joe and | could live wel 
below the poverty level and stil have the luxuries of 
kings. Jeans with fewer holes, furniture with no bald 
spots, and an actual working television set. 

| shut the door and turned the lock, more out of 

habit than anything else. Pavel and Gabriel wouldn’t be 
able to get here tonight, so | needed to concentrate on 
Smal things | could pack in the backseat of the car and 
carry back with me. | didn’t think there would be much, 
not because there weren’t things | wanted but rather 
because | wanted to get back to the apartment more. 
To tel the truth, | wasn’t realy supposed to be 

there. Gabriel didn’t think it was a good idea for me to 
come here on my own, but | was determined to prove 
him wrong. Only now, | wasn’t so confident. The minor 
tremor in my hands that began when | left had 
worsened. It was like the farther away | got from them, 


the more starved my body felt. 


I'd given up on fighting my urges, and over the last 
week, I’d had more sex than I had in years. And it stil 
wasn’t enough. Things had gotten so bad | had to 
convince myself to get out of bed, to dress, to eat, to 
fucking breathe. 

| decided to hit the bedroom. Other than the 
necessities—towels, bed linens, and the bed—I hadn’t 
gotten much out of there. The closet seemed like a 
good place to start. | knelt down and puled out boxes 
packed with shit from colege, photo albums, and a few 
scrapbooks Joe had put together when we took trips to 
England and Alaska. 

| flipped through one, then the other. My world 

had been so different then. | didn’t know about Links, 
metaphysics, the need, and becoming. No, my biggest 
worry had been getting the taxes filed on time and my 
next promotion. | felt like | should have been sad for the 
loss, or at least happy to have the keepsakes. But | had 
no desire to bring the pictures. These snapshots of our 


life. More precisely, our past life. 


Things were different now. Joey was inhuman, and 

| was... what was I? A Link to be, or just a man who’d 
falen under the spel of the wyrms? 

| felt like a freak. Worse, | didn’t care. 

| pushed the box of pictures back into the closet 

and dug through junk on the bottom to see if there was 
anything else important. It didn’t surprise me when there 
wasn’t, so | headed into the bathroom to pack up my 
Shaving kit. 

| dug out a smal travel bag from under the sink to 

put stuff in. A couple of weeks shaving with 
disposables, and | was reminded why I'd gotten rid of 
the damn things years ago. After I’d given myself third- 
degree razor burn several days in a row, Gabriel had 
started shaving me with a straight razor. But he wasn’t 
always there when | got ready in the mornings, and 
being able to take care of those simple things on my 
own would be nice. Not wanting to do them alone was 
a whole other issue. 


| grabbed the aspirin and Benadryl from the 


drawer. Pavel had said things like headaches and 
alergies would become a thing of the past after | 
belonged. After | belonged. | felt like a little kid 
dreaming about “when | grow up.” 

Thinking about that made me think about my 
parents. | needed to cal them. | should have already 
caled them. | wasn’t exactly glued to their hip, but we 
did talk a couple of times a month. If | stayed MIA too 
long, they’d worry. | just didn’t know what to tel them. 
How do you tel someone you want—no, need—to 
belong to a Male? As understanding as my parents 
were, | didn’t think even they were going to take the 
news wel. 

| rifled through the rest of the drawers, then 

scanned the sink for anything else important. There 
wasn’t anything, so | turned to leave. That was when | 
Saw it: a dark-red smear on the edge of the white tub. | 
knew what it was without even getting close. After al, 
I'd been soaked in the stuff more times than | could 


count. Had it in my mouth, up my nose, and in just 


about every crease of my body. Feeding was never 
pretty, and there was always a lot of blood. 

| walked over to the bathtub. 

Movement from the doorway made me jump. | 

looked. Joey leaned against the doorjamb. “Hey.” 

Even though he was ten feet away, goose pimples 
broke out over my skin, the hairs on my arms stood up, 
and the air became too thin to breathe. Then there was 
the hard-on, the ache in my chest, the pain in the back 
of my head. | swayed. If he hadn’t moved quickly, | 
would have whacked my head on the toilet. 

Joey wrapped his arms around me, and | went 

right for his mouth. Tasting him soothed the pain at both 
ends of my body. 

When I puled away, he laughed. “Good thing | 

came to check on you.” 

It was. It was a very good thing. | kissed him 

again, pressing myself as close to his bare chest as | 
could get. If | took off my shirt, | could get closer. My 


pants even more So. 


On the back of a growl, Joe said, “Have | ever 

told you how much | like you like this?” 

Like what? A bitch in heat? | puled my mouth off 

his only because | needed to breathe, and put my head 
on his shoulder. “I want to be normal again.” Normal. 
What was normal? Working in society, sleeping with 
one man. Did | realy want to be normal? | couldn’t 
even remember. Not with Joe this close to me. He 
might not burn hot enough to feed Gabriel or Pavel, but 
he gave off enough glow to make me feel like a 
drowning man trying to reach the shore. In some ways it 
made it worse, because he could only tease the need 
and never Satisfy it. It made me more desperate, more 
out of control. 

Joe picked me up and carried me back into the 
bedroom. There wasn’t a bed, so he sat me down on 
the large padded chair in the corner. He brushed my 
cheek, and | leaned into his touch. 

| said, “What are you doing here?” 


Joe knelt down. Knelt, because he was taler than 


before, and if | looked at him while sitting, I’d get a 
cramp in my neck. 

He slid his other hand around my neck, and his 

thumb stroked my pulse. The results were instant. My 
muscles relaxed; the pain in my head eased up. “Like | 
said, | came to check on you.” 

But how did he get here? He couldn’t have 

walked or ridden the bus. It was daylight, and this was 
way on the outside of the Gray Zone. As he was a 
Lesser-Bred, it was dangerous for him to walk the 
streets. Most people left them alone, but a few didn’t. 
Just like it was dangerous for me to be on the inner ring 
of the Fringe, there were people here in the city who 
would kil Joe just for being inhuman, the same way 
there were a few feral Males who hunted people in the 
Zone at night. 

| must have said something out loud, because Joe 
answered me, “I took a wyrm-friendly cab, then 
climbed up the fire escape and came through the 


bedroom window. You looked like shit yesterday when 


you came home. | was worried about you trying to be 
away again.” 

Because | needed them. 

Joe stood up and offered me a hand. Only it 

wasn’t his hand | wanted. | grabbed the edge of his 
jeans and yanked them open, freeing his cock. He was 
only half-hard when | took him in my mouth. His fingers 
dug into my scalp. 

“God, Tay....” Joey’s purr kicked up, and the 

sound made my blood boil. | sucked him hard, deep. | 
dug my hands into his ass cheeks, encouraging him to 
thrust. It didn’t take much to get his hips moving. 

This was what | needed. The closer Joe got, the 
warmer his skin became. Heat covered me from head 
to toe. Everything ceased to exist for me when | was 
with him, al my worries, my concerns, my past, 
present, and future. There was only this moment, this 
feeling, this wonderful bliss. The taste of him, the feel of 
him. 


A burst of bittersweet warmth rushed over my 


tongue. | kept sucking and licking, needing more. | felt 
starved. Joe puled me off, and | fought to get him back, 
bury my face in him. 

“Tay....” He cupped my face, and | grabbed his 

wrists. “Tay, look at me.” 

| licked my lips, tasting him. A cold chil made my 

teeth chatter. 

Joey smiled. “l'I take care of you.” 

| nodded. | wanted him to take care of me. 

He slid his hands under my shirt. His fingers traced 

the line of hair between my pecs, then back down again 
to my stomach. I’d never imagined my navel as an 
erogenous zone. Maybe it hadn’t been before, before 
this. But it was now. | rocked my hips forward, and 
made smal sounds, begging Joe to set me free. Teasing 
me like this had become a game to him. It might have 
pissed me off if | could have cared. 

He fondled the button on my jeans, and a loud 

banging sound from the front of the apartment brought it 


al to a halt. Joe looked back toward the doorway. | 


grabbed his hand and pushed it between my legs. More 
banging, and someone said my name. 

Joe stepped away, and the real world hit me 

head-on. If | hadn’t been sitting, | would have falen. | 
leaned forward, trying to get the pain in my head to 
ease. | couldn’t stand it, being this close and not 
touching. It was like a spike being driven into my skul. 
From the closed door, a man’s voice said, “Mr. 
Simmons, my name is Detective Karl Blane. | need to 
speak with you. Now.” 

Joe and | looked at each other. Somehow | stood 

up. | puled my sweatshirt over my groin as low as it 
would go. The hard-on wasn’t going to go away 
completely, but the shirt was big enough to cover me as 
long as | didn’t raise my arms over my head. | 
staggered to the bedroom door, where | had to lean 
against the doorjamb and rest for a minute. 

Karl Blane knocked on the front door again. This 

time the sound was more insistent. | had a feeling 


Detective Blane’s knock was like Dave’s wait time. | 


pushed myself forward. By the time | undid the dead 
bolt, the worst of the haze had worn off. | glanced back 
toward the bedroom and didn’t see Joe. 

| opened the door. 

Dark hair, dark eyes, and caramel-colored skin 

made me think of Pavel, but Detective Blane had 
crow’s-feet around his eyes and minor beard growth on 
his chin. Like maybe he’d forgotten to shave. He 
flashed a badge and ID. | barely saw them. 

“Taylor Simmons?” 

| nodded. 

He leaned to the right, and his gaze flicked over 

my shoulder. | leaned too and brought the door with 
me. Blane said, “Sorry to wake you up. You look like 
you've had a rough night.” 

He had no idea. | scrubbed a hand over my face 

and faked a yawn. “It’s al right, | needed to get up. 
What can I do for you?” 

“May | come in?” 


| glanced over my shoulder. Joe was stil out of 


sight. | backed up and stepped out of the way. 

“You're a difficult man to get ahold of. I’ve been 

doing drive-bys here for a week trying to catch you at 
home. | talked to your neighbors. They said you were 
moving.” He smiled at me after running his eyes over the 
living room. “Looking for a change of scenery?” 

| shrugged. “Something like that.” 

He took a few steps farther in and scanned the 
kitchen. “They said you’ve been gone for a couple of 
weeks and then when you came back, you started 
carrying things out. At night.” His grin widened. Even 
with my sex-fogged brain, | could see it was fake. 
Blane went back to inspecting my kitchen, one step 
closer at a time. 

“Is it against the law?” 

He looked at me, then past me. “What?” 

“Moving at night?” 

He laughed. “Of course not, Mr. Simmons.” He 

took a few steps in the direction of the bedroom. 


“Detective.” He stopped. “If | haven’t broken 


some obscure moving law, then why are you here?” 
Another step closer. The pain in my head spiked, 
driving my temper to the edge like metaphysical heat 
could drive me to come. | stormed past him, went to 
my bedroom, and puled the door shut. | turned to face 
Detective Blane, and al the niceness drained from his 
eyes. 

He said, “When’s the last time you saw Joey 

Martin?” 

| stopped the smile, but only barely. “Why?” 

“His employer says he hasn’t shown up for work 

for wel over a month. He caled in sick one day and 
never came back. It’s unusual for a person to just up 
and vanish. What’s even more unusual is that no one 
has filed a missing persons report. You’d think 
someone would have noticed. Family, friends, lovers? 
According to your neighbors, he’s lived with you for 
almost eight years.” 

“So you're here about Joey?” My stomach 


cramped, and | shivered. 


“You al right, Mr. Simmons? You don’t look so 

good.” He stepped closer and | moved away. Too 

close and | might do something stupid. | didn’t know if 
the need would cause me to react to other Humans, but 
| didn’t want to get close enough to find out. 

| said, “I’m fine. Now answer me.” 

“Actualy, no, I’m not here about Mr. Martin. But 

he did live here, right?” The detective began making a 
Slow circle around the room, touching things left on the 
end table, bumping magazines lying on the floor with the 
toe of his shoe. He ran a hand over the wal, pushed 

one of the pictures to the side. 

| folowed him part of the way. “Excuse me, but 

are you looking for something?” 

“Do you know Paul Norse?” 

| sighed. “Yeah, | know him.” 

“According to a few of his coworkers, he’s filed a 

lawsuit against you.” 

He did? | know Dave mentioned the possibility. 


Blane stopped by the sliding glass window and 


peeked out the curtains. “How did that make you feel?” 
“I don’t know.” 

He looked at me. “A man files a milion-dolar 

lawsuit against you and you don’t know how you feel?” 
At the moment? Very sick to my stomach. | sat 

down on the end table and dropped my face in my 
hands. 

A pair of shiny black shoes moved into my 

periphery. “Are you sure you’re okay? | could give you 
a ride to the hospital.” 

“I'm fine.” 

“You don’t look fine. Maybe you got a bad batch. 

Been some nasty stuff circulating on the streets lately.” 
| blinked at him and tried to decipher what he was 
saying. Then it hit me. “I’m not taking drugs.” 

His eyes said, Yeah, right. 

| frowned. “Look, if you’re just going to keep 

wasting my time, you can leave.” 

He said, “About the lawsuit.” 


“| didn’t know there was a lawsuit.” 


His eyebrows went up. “You didn’t know? Isn’t 

that why you were fired?” 

“| wasn’t fired. | quit. And no, I didn’t know. | 
haven’t been home much over the past few weeks.” 
“Kline and Kline sent you documentation.” 

“In the mail?” 

“How else?” 

“I told you | haven’t been home. That means | 
haven’t checked my mail.” The box downstairs was 
probably about to burst. 

Blane continued to stare. 

“If you don’t believe me, go check it out yourself.” 

“| wil.” 

“Fine. Are we through?” 

“When’s the last time you spoke to Paul Norse?” 

“I haven’t spoken to him.” 

The crow’s-feet around Blane’s eyes crinkled up. 
“Realy? Seems you've said plenty. In fact, that seems 
to be the basis for his lawsuit. According to Kline and 


Kline, they have some very incriminating audio.” 


“No, his lawsuit is shit and nothing but a buly 

tactic. And if they had incriminating evidence, you'd be 
putting the handcuffs on me, not standing here asking 
me stupid questions.” 

“They say you threatened to kil him.” 

| opened my mouth; then | shut it. Maybe pleading 

the fifth was a better road to travel. 

Blane nodded as if answering my silent question. 

“So, when’s the last time you spoke with him?” 

“Six, eight weeks ago?” | couldn’t be sure since 

time had become irrelevant to me. 

“Around the same time Joey Martin disappeared.” 
“Joey didn’t disappear—” 

“Realy? Do you know how I can contact him?” 

“Why?” 

One of Blane’s shoulders went up, then down. He 
stepped closer, and | staggered to my feet to get away. 
“Do | scare you, Mr. Simmons?” 

“No.” 


He didn’t have to cal me a liar out loud. Blane 


said, “Paul Norse missed an appointment with his 
attorney about a week ago. His wife filed a missing 
persons report the day before, when he failed to cal her 
to check in while he was out of town. According to his 
employer, he left to take a monthly trip to a satelite 
location in Alabama to do some sort of server 
upgrades. Normaly, Mr. Norse is gone for three days, 
sometimes four. No one realized he never made it until 
the human resources department caled main office to 
see what the holdup was. No one’s seen or heard from 
him since. Getting rid of him solves a lot of problems for 
you, doesn’t it, Mr. Simmons?” 

| needed to sit down again, only | couldn’t seem 

to remember which piece of furniture was a chair. A 
hand caught my elbow, and | slapped it away. “Don’t 
touch me.” | wanted so bad to punch the smirk off his 
mug. | went into the kitchen and splashed water on my 
face. The pain eased off, and it became easier to 
breathe. | turned off the water and used some paper 


towels to dry off. 


Blane watched me from across the counter with an 
amused expression. 

| said, “If you’re hoping for a Matlock confession, 

I’m sorry to disappoint you. | don’t know anything 
about Paul Norse.” 

“Realy? Don’t you think it’s odd that people 

around you keep disappearing?” 

“Joey didn’t disappear.” 

“Then give him a cal.” He held out his cel. “You 

can even use my phone.” 

“Joey....” How did | even explain it? “Nine-one- 

one keeps records, right?” 

“Yes.” 

“Then check with them. I thought Joe was sick 

with the flu about a month ago. I caled an ambulance. 
They wouldn’t take him. They caled an Alchemist 
team.” 

The smirk on Blane’s face vanished completely. | 
could practicaly see the wheels turning in his head as he 


assessed the new information. | knew he got it when he 


took a step back and moved his hand under his sports 
coat. 

| said, “I’m not Shifting.” 

“Something’s going on with you.” 

| nodded. “I’m....” What? “I don’t know how to 

explain it. I’ve been with Joe, in the Zone. I’ve spent a 
lot of time there, with him, with.... | have a hard time 
being away from him.” 

He stil didn’t understand, but then neither did I, 

and | lived it. At least Blane took his hand out from 
under his coat. | took that as a plus, as in, maybe he 
even believed me, or at least he wouldn’t shoot me. 

| said, “I don’t know where Paul Norse is. | didn’t 

know anything about a lawsuit. And Joe didn’t show 
back up to work because he couldn’t.” | emphasized 
couldn't in the same way the wyrms said keep, belong, 
and become. “| quit my job because | had to. The 
company | work for has very strict rules about 
fraternizing with the inhuman. | figured it was better to 


quit than to wind up dragged through the wringer. And 


l'm moving because....” | waved a hand. “Wel, that 
should be obvious al on its own.” 

“It’s a convenient story.” 

“It’s not a story.” 

“Do you have proof?” 

“Do | look like I’m faking this?” | knew | didn’t. 

“As for everything else, if you’d like, you can folow me 
back into the Zone and | can introduce you to Joey and 
the other Lesser-Bred I’ve been fucking, as wel as the 
Male who wants to make me belong.” | shoved myself 
away from the counter and went to the door. | yanked 
it open and stared at Blane 'til he got the message. 
He stopped on the other side of the threshold. “I'd 
like a contact number for you so | can keep in touch.” 
| gave him the one for my cel, then said, “Are we 
done?” 


Blane’s smile returned. “At least until a body turns 


” 


up. 


—ØC CHAPTER 23 


Chapter 23 


JOE drove me back to the apartment. When he puled 
up to the curb, | felt like | wanted to die. 

| said, “I can’t keep doing this.” 

“Tay, you’l be al right once | get you inside.” 

Get me inside, get me undressed, get me in bed. It 
didn’t take a grain of imagination to know what would 
happen next. 

“You should have listened to Gabriel. He told you 

not to go out on your own.” Joe got out and came 
around. He opened the door and slipped an arm around 
me, then puled me to my feet with no effort at al. 
“How would you have gotten home without me if | 
hadn’t come to check on you?” 

| didn’t know. | slumped against him. A testament 

to my physical state was the fact that | didn’t complain 
when I noticed he left the keys in the ignition. Again. 


“Please, please just tel Pavel l'I do whatever.” 


My knees tried to buckle at the base of the stairs and 
again halfway up. “Joe... | can’t. Please, Joe....” | was 
too tired to even cry. He picked me up and carried me 
the rest of the way up. 

Joe said Gabriel’s name. | think he might have 

been in the kitchen, or maybe some room in the back. 
“Taylor?” Gabriel patted my cheek, and | opened 

my eyes. 

“Yeah?” 

“What the hel did you think you were doing?” 

“Trying to prove you wrong.” 

Gabriel took me from Joe and carried me into his 
bathroom. Joe turned on the shower while Gabriel 
stripped me down. | flopped against him like a broken 
dol until he tipped my face up to pul my shirt over my 
head. That close to his mouth, his neck. | pushed 
closer, licked, bit. 

“More....” | tried to get ahold of his hair, but he 
grabbed my hands. 


To Joe, Gabriel said, “How long has he been like 


this?” 

“About two hours.” 

“Why didn’t you bring him home sooner? Jesus, 
Joe, he could have died!” 

| could have died. So what? This was far worse. 

Joe said, “He wanted to get some things from his 
apartment.” 

“That’s no excuse.” 

“You're the one who let him go to begin with!” 
“Only because you said you would be there to 
make sure he was okay. Pavel trusted you to make the 
right cal.” 

Joe growled. “I was with him.” 

“Then if you weren’t putting out enough glow to 
make him feel better, you should have brought him 
home!” 

| made a sad attempt to escape from Gabriel’s 
grip. “Stop yeling at him. It wasn’t his fault.” 
Gabriel said, “I’m not going to have this argument 


with you again, Taylor. It is his fault, and you know 


” 


why. 
Because Joe was my dominant. | said, “No, this 
detective showed up. He was there for a little while; 
then | was tired and Joe let me sleep. He made me 
come back, and | stil had things | needed to do.” 

“He should have brought you home as soon as he 
found you!” 

Gabriel shimmied out of his jeans and moved me 
under the spray. When Joe moved to undress, Gabriel 
said, “No.” 

Joe’s kaleidoscope gaze flicked up. “What?” 

“You screwed up. Just be thankful I’m not going 

to punish you for it. Now go.” 

“You're kicking me out?” Joe growled. 

Gabriel raised his lip, flashing teeth. “If you have a 
problem, take it up with Pavel. I’m sure he’d like to 
hear your reasons for letting what’s his suffer!” 

Joe looked at me like | could do something, but at 
this point | could barely lift my arms, let alone make 


Gabriel do anything he didn’t want to. 


Gabriel growled. “Now, Joe. | wil not tel you 

again.” 

Joe’s knuckles popped when his hands curled into 

fists. | thought for a moment he was going to chalenge 
Gabriel, but instead he turned and walked out. 

| said, “You're an asshole.” 

“It’s for your own good.” Gabriel moved me 

under the water, and the blasting heat ripped a startled 
cry out of my throat. Not because it hurt, but because it 
felt wonderful and my skin should have been melting. 
“Easy....” Gabriel untangled my fingers from his hair. | 
didn’t realize | was puling it until he said something. 

| said, “I want to die.” 

“No, you don’t.” 

“Yes, | do.” 

“I know it’s bad. I’m sorry. It wil get better.” 

“When?” Because as much as | could tel, it was 

only getting worse. 

“Was it like this yesterday?” 


No, nothing like this. | shook my head. 


“See, some days it wil be bad, other days so-so, 
and some you'l feel like your normal snarky self.” 
“I’m not snarky.” | wasn’t about to admit it. 

Gabriel held me up, massaging my muscles as the 
heat ate into my body. The pain eased and the worst of 
the cramps disappeared. It wasn’t long before | was 
able to stand. 

“What did you do?” 

“It’s not me. Water and metaphysics just go 
together.” 

| remembered how washing my face had eased 

my headache. “Is that why Kin and Lesser-Breds 
spend so much time bathing?” 

He laughed. “No, we just like it. Washing each 
other is kind of therapeutic.” 

“How?” 

“It reminds us we aren’t alone, that no matter what 
we don’t have, we always have each other, to feed 
from, to keep one another warm.” Such a simple 


explanation, and yet it left me with an odd sort of 


loneliness, like I’d just discovered something great | had 
missed out on. 

| glanced at the bar of soap in the dish mounted to 

the wal and thought about asking him to wash me. 
Gabriel petted my neck. “Would you like that, 

Taylor? For me to wash you?” | didn’t know, so | 

stayed quiet. Gabriel picked up the soap and rubbed 
the bar over my chest, my shoulders, my neck. He put it 
away and used his fingers to scrub the lather into my 
Skin. 

| sighed. God, he was right, this was better than 

any two-hundred-dolar-an-hour therapist any day of 

the week. Gabriel switched me from one arm to the 
next while reaching down to scrub my hip. This close to 
his face, | couldn’t resist trying to catch his mouth. He 
let me, and it was like drinking strength back into my 
body. He growled, and the sound shot straight through 
me. He licked my chin, nipped my ear. | grabbed his 
hair again and pushed his face into my neck. 


“Feed....” Even to my ears, | sounded possessed. 


“Taylor.” He grabbed my wrist, and | tightened 

my grip on his hair. 

“Goddamn it, bite me!” | didn’t care if it hurt, if | 

bled, if he ripped my throat out. | needed his teeth in me 
more than | needed air to breathe. 

Gabriel shushed me, and an angry scream boiled 

out of my chest. Fine, if he couldn’t figure out what | 
wanted, I’d show him. My teeth sank into his shoulder 
and | tasted blood, sweet and burnt, just like he 
smeled. Gabriel’s cock slid against mine. His hand 
wrapped around us and he stroked, but it wasn’t 
enough. 

| bit harder. 

Gabriel barked out a cry and came. The smel of 

him only intensified my anger. | shook my head, 
working the mouthful of flesh like a dog, but my teeth 
weren’t sharp enough to tear it free, because he healed 
faster than | could do damage. 

Somehow Gabriel managed to get control of my 


hands again. He turned me away and pushed me against 


the tile. He bruised his lips against my shoulder, and at 
the same moment, his cock pushed against my hole. | 
could feel his fist bump against my ass as he worked to 
milk himself for enough precum to penetrate me. 

“Bite me.” | bucked against him, but he had me 

too far over, holding me with a hand around my wrist 
and pinning me to the tile. 

“I can’t. You know I can’t. Not yet. When Pavel 

makes you belong....” Sharp teeth raked against my 
shoulder. | thought I’d never understand what Joe and 
Gabriel had meant by sex being the same thing as food. 
Over the past week, my eyes had been opened. They 
didn’t mean just food—as in something to eat, 
something to fil you up and make the hunger pangs stop 
—they meant food as in what you needed to live. 

And right now I needed him to live. 

Gabriel pushed in and the frantic state | was in 

abated. It wasn’t just the feel of him thrusting inside me, 
it was the metaphysical heat he cocooned around me. 


The wet sound of our flesh slapping together punctuated 


the smal grunts | made and the barks of pleasure from 
Gabriel. 

When I was under him like this, a strange sort of 

calm came over me where my mind numbed and | 
thought of nothing but the feel of him sliding in and out 
of my ass, the weight of his body against my back, his 
lips hotter than the water on the back of my neck. 

| looked back at Gabriel. His eyes were closed, 

his teeth sharp. The iridescent scales hovering under his 
skin seemed brighter. No, that was wrong. Al of him 
seemed brighter, more real, more alive. 

| said, “More....” 

He shushed me and petted my chest, my stomach. 
“Please, Gabriel....” 

He curled over me, and his body tensed. | was 

sure he was going to ignore me; then he shifted his 
weight, quickened his thrusts, and his free hand puled 
my hips up. The new angle sent bolts of pleasure up my 
spine while black stars burst in front of my eyes 


because | couldn’t breathe. 


The rol and ebb of heat he created increased, and 

| knew he was close. Gabriel couldn’t ro// me again too 
soon, but when he came, I'd feel the burst of 
metaphysics as it rushed from him into me. | couldn’t 
wait. 

When he wrapped a hand around my cock and 
stroked, | said, “Not yet.” No, | wanted to feel him 

first. My neck ached from being turned so long, but | 
wanted to watch him, needed to watch him. The change 
in his expression went from pinched with concentration 
to openmouthed and panting as he came. 

Gabriel was stil inside me when he began moving 

his hand again. | came, but | barely felt it. A smal rush 
in comparison to the tidal wave he’d already drowned 
me with. My knees folded, and he kept me from faling 
into the bottom of the tub in a heap. 

Gabriel moved me back under the spray of water 

and began washing me again. | noticed his hands 
trembled. 


| said, “What’s wrong?” He didn’t answer, so | 


asked him again. 

“I almost bit you. God of Man, Taylor, I’m so 

sorry.” 

But I’d asked him to, hadn't I? “It’s okay.” 

“No. No, it isn’t.” 

“I’m fine.” And | was. His gaze came up, and 

there was so much worry in his expression. “Gabriel, 
I’m fine.” 

He nodded. “Just promise me.” 

“What?” 

“You won't be alone with Joe.” 

| started to argue. Now that | was feeling a little 
more normal, my attitude was returning. 

He growled and his arms tightened. “Goddamn it, 
Taylor, please. Just... just trust me, okay? I’m not 
saying never again, just until you carry Pavel’s mark. 
Until you can heal. Swear to me you won't ever be 
alone with him.” 

| think it was the fear in his voice that made me 


Say yes. 


—@CHAPTER 24 


Chapter 24 


THE light in the smal beat-up kitchen was too bright 
while | stood at the sink and wrestled with the bottle of 
aspirin l’d gotten from the apartment. | shook out two, 
and then decided the hel with it. | took four and 
washed them down with a glass of water from the tap. 
“I don’t like the way those make you smel.” 

Pavel’s voice made my insides hum. “Yeah, and 

I’ve got a migraine.” No, it was worse than a migraine. 
Migraines went away. Whatever it was that was wrong 
with me only went away when | was covered up in 
bodies. 

“Gabriel wil be back soon.” 

“| don’t want Gabriel. What | want is for you to 

make this go away.” | looked at Pavel. 

He turned away. “You're not ready.” 

It was his standard answer. | had heard it a dozen 


times since the first time I’d asked him to end this. No, 


begged him to make me belong. Gabriel had promised 
me | would. | didn’t believe him. I stil didn’t want to 
believe him. But here | was doing it al over again. 
“Pavel... please.” 

“I can’t. If | make you belong too soon, you 

won't live as long. | need you strong. | need you to be 
ready.” 

“When?” 

“Soon.” 

“You always say that.” 

He nodded. “Because it’s the truth. You’re close 

but not close enough.” 

And close meant what? That | could actualy walk 

a Straight line again? Or close that instead of feeling like 
a stoner, | felt like | had a pickax jammed between my 
eyes? 

| folowed him out the door. The light in the living 

room was even worse. But in here there were two 
sixty-watt bulbs instead of one. | said, “Then tel me 


what I need to do.” 


He shrugged. “There is nothing you can do but 

wait. Gabriel wil ro// you when he gets back, and you 
wil feel better.” 

“No, l'I get high, and l'I feel good for a while. 

But it goes away. It’s going away quicker and quicker.” 
“There is nothing | can do, Taylor. | am sorry.” 

Silver eyes flicked my way for a moment; then Pavel 
headed to the door. 

| folowed. “Where are you going?” 

“I can’t stay.” 

“Why not?” 

He sighed. “Because | can’t decide if | want to 

fuck you or eat you, so it’s best if | leave.” 

My cel phone rang, cutting short anything else | 

had to say. | puled it out of my pocket and glanced at 
the number. If it was Detective Blane again, | had no 
intention of answering. He’d left eight messages over 
the last four days. Whatever it was he had to Say, | 
didn’t want to hear it. But it wasn’t his number flashing 


on the caler ID. | put the phone to my ear. “Dave, now 


isn’t a good time.” 

“What the fuck is going on with you, Simmons?” 
Apparently we were back on a last-name basis. 

Great. “Last time | checked, | don’t work for you 
anymore. So any personal problems you have with me 
wil have to wait.” 

“Yeah, wel, this personal problem just spiled out 

of your cesspool life and right into my office. | came to 
work this morning and there was a Detective Blane here 
to see me.” 

| sighed. | did not need this. Not now. “What did 

he say?” 

“Other than the fact you’re fucking the wyrms? He 
seems to think you’re somehow involved in Paul 
Norse’s disappearance.” 

“I have nothing to do with Paul Norse.” 

“| don’t hear you denying the rest of it.” 

“I can’t deny the rest of it.” 

“Jesus fucking Christ.” 


“I don’t work for you, Dave. What I do in my free 


time is no concern of yours.” 

“Yeah, wel, the Java House has a strict no-wyrm 
policy. You know that!” 

“Which is why | quit.” 

“I got a cal from Thomas Wright.” 

Why did the name sound familiar? | tried to 
remember, but the only thing my brain seemed to be 
able to focus on was Pavel. “I’m sorry, but | don’t 
know who he is.” 

“He’s the CEO of the entire company. He’s 

pissed. Beyond pissed. Apparently Blane’s been asking 
a lot of questions, and rumors are getting spread 
around.” 

| wandered over to the kitchen table and sat 

down. “Did you tel Mr. Wright | quit?” 

“Yeah, | did.” 

“Then there’s nothing else | can do.” 

“I went to bat for you. | thought you quit for a 
legitimate reason, not because you're... whatever.” 


Disgust oozed over the line in the form of a violent 


exhale. “They’re going to file papers, Taylor. They’re 
going to seize your 401(k) and your stocks.” 

| sat up straighter. “They can’t do that.” 

“They can do that. You signed the agreement 

when you were hired. And now thanks to you, I’m 
looking at losing my job.” 

“I bought those stocks with my own money. | 

earned the 401(k). They have no right to take it.” 
“Wel, Corporate doesn’t agree. They’re going 

after al your assets. They feel you’ve endangered the 
wel-being of too many employees, as wel as the health 
of the public.” 

| closed my eyes. “I didn’t do anything wrong.” 

“You broke your contract.” 

“| didn’t break it. | wasn’t working for them 

when... when al this happened. | quit to keep from 
breaking it.” 

“But | don’t have proof of that.” 

“You know when | quit.” 


“Yeah, | do. But you could have been doing 


whatever... before.” 

“I wasn't.” 

“Can you prove it?” 

| couldn’t. He was right. For al Corporate knew, 

I'd been engaged in ilicit conduct since they hired me. 
Dave said, “They’re going to ask me to make an 
official statement.” 

| nodded even though he couldn’t see it. “Okay. 

Fine. Tel them what happened. Tel them that | quit and 
| did it keep from breaking my contract.” 

| heard Dave move; then papers shuffled. 

“Dave?” 

“They've already told me what they want me to 
write.” 

| paused, then said, “What do you mean, told you 
what they want you to write?” 

“They want to make an example of you, Taylor. 
They’re going to make an example of you.” 

“lI sue,” | said, even though | wasn’t even sure | 


could sue. But this had to be some form of 


discrimination. Did the ACLU even look at cases like 
this? 

“And you won't win. There are just some things 

you can’t fight. I’m just caling you to give you a heads- 
up. l'I be turning in my statement in the next forty-eight 
hours. | suggest you use the time to liquidate everything 
you can and get your money out of the bank. After they 
file, you won’t have anything beyond what’s in your 
walet.” 

Dave hung up, and | dropped the cel phone on 

the table. God, without any money I’d have no way to 
take care of Joe and me. | glanced around the large 
open space, furnished with odds and ends from the 
apartment. | could sel it, but | wouldn’t get much. 

Males and Lesser-Breds did not usualy have uses for 
things like TV sets, surround sound, and lamps. 

They only kept things they could use. 

Dave said | had forty-eight hours. It was only 

noon; the bank would be open. | could withdraw 


everything and bring it here. | stood up, looked around 


for my car keys. They were on the kitchen counter. 
Pavel growled. “I want you to stay here. If that 
detective is looking for you, it may not be safe.” 

| stil wasn’t used to the idea of Pavel being able 

to hear my phone conversations from so far away. “l 
can’t. | need to go to the bank. | may not be able to 
save everything, but | can withdraw my savings, what’s 
in my checking account, cash in the CDs.” It wasn’t 
much, but something was better than nothing. 

“No, you wil stay here. | wil cal Haven and 

speak to Loren.” 

“What can he do?” 

“He knows people who have connections in the 

city.” 

“He’s Kin, Pavel. He doesn’t have any rights. 

Nothing he says matters.” Hel, apparently being Human 
didn’t even guarantee rights. 

“There are Humans who belong and work in the 

city. They wil help.” 


“And what if they can’t?” 


Pavel shrugged. “Then it is done and we move 

on.” 

| smashed my fists against the table, making my 

cel phone leap into the air. “They're going to take away 
everything | have, goddamn it! | can’t just move on!” 
Pavel’s usual stony features softened. “They 

cannot take me away, and | am al you need.” 

All | need? | sank down into my chair and closed 

my eyes so | wouldn’t have to look at Pavel. Reminding 
myself he was Kin didn’t help. | could feel him staring at 
me. Unblinking. Unmoving. Unaffected by anything. “I 
thought you were leaving.” | waited for him to answer. 
Instead, | heard the door open and shut. Wel, there 
went any chance for me to have an argument. | shoved 
myself out of my chair and walked toward my bedroom 
with the intent of throwing myself in bed and just 
burying it al in sleep. 

Instead, | picked up the remote, sat on the sofa, 

and turned on the television. By the time the cat litter 


commercial went off, I'd decided that when | was sure 


Pavel was good and gone, I'd get in the car and hit the 
bank. He could scream at me later. Only he wouldn’t 
scream at me. Hel, he wouldn’t even get angry. No, 
he’d just punish Joe or Gabriel because they were my 
fucking dominants! 

| shoved the coffee table with my foot. It skittered 

a few feet across the room. 

Goddamn it, | was tired of feeling helpless! 

There was no reason for Blane to go to Dave 

except to get back at me for not taking his cals. | hated 
to admit it. | regretted not taking them now. Maybe if | 
had, none of this would be happening. | would be 
looking at losing my life savings over some stupid 
speciesist contract that | shouldn’t even fal under. 

If the son of a bitch wanted me to contact him so 
badly, then | would. Although | knew for a fact he was 
not going to like what | had to say. 

| went back over to the coffee table and snatched 

up my phone. | scroled through my cal list and selected 


his number, but before | could press send, Joe wrapped 


a hand around my wrist. 

“What’s wrong, Tay?” 

| hadn’t even heard him come through the door. | 
stared at him for a second. Being so close to Joey made 
it difficult for me to think. | said, “Everything’s wrong. 
Every fucking thing.” 

He shushed me and slipped a hand around to the 
back of my neck. A shiver ran down my spine. “Tel 
me.” He kissed my cheek. 

| told Joey about the phone cal and about what 

Blane told Dave. The look on his face made me wish | 
hadn’t. | was quick to add, “Pavel’s going to talk to 
Loren.” 

“What can he do?” 

| shrugged; then | shook my head. “He says Loren 
knows people. People who can help.” It sounded even 
less promising coming out of my mouth. 

Joe pried the cel phone out of my fingers and put 

it back on the table. 


“| need that.” 


Joey smiled. “For what?” 

“To cal Karl Blane. To....” To what? Yel at him? 

Threaten him? If he didn’t bust a gut laughing his ass off 
at me, it would be a miracle. 

Joe tugged me closer, and | gave in. | put my head 
against his shoulder, and he swept his hand slowly 
down my back. His skin burned from last night’s 
feeding, and the warmth ate into my bones. 

Joe said, “Just forget about it.” 

“I can’t forget. It’s everything we have, Joe, 

everything.” 

“No, it’s not. It’s just money.” 

Just money? “How am | going to take care of us?” 

“I told you, that’s not your job anymore.” He 

brushed his lips across my pulse, and his tongue made a 
lazy lap against my skin. 

The reaction of my body was instant—chils, hard- 

on, and the shakes. | wanted to push him away, but my 
arms just wouldn’t work. The only thing left for me to 


do was plead. “Joe, | can’t.” 


He laughed. “Yes, you can. You always can. 

That’s what makes this so wonderful.” 

My jaw ached when I ground my teeth together. 

Joe was right—I could, | needed to—and it pissed me 
off. “I don’t want to. | don’t want any of this, Joe. | just 
want our lives back, everything back.” 

“| don’t. And | think if you realy think about it, 

you don’t want to go back either.” 

| could have argued, | guess, but it would have 

been fruitless. It was like I’d become some sort of 
addict. The only thing my mind could comprehend was 
the next time | could get ro//ed and bathe in the 
metaphysical glow Gabriel could give me. 

In asad attempt to save my last shred of dignity, | 
tried to push Joey away. He laughed and slid his hands 
under my shirt. Cold air chased the hem al the way up 
my back. Joe tossed it on the floor and pushed me in 
the direction of the bedroom. 

“I want you naked, Tay.” 


| wanted me naked too, but | shook my head. 


“Joe, please. Just let me be angry. | want to be angry.” 
Angry was Human and it was normal. 

“And | told you not to worry about anything. I'l 

take care of it. l'I always take care of it.” 

“What if Blane arrests me?” 

My back hit a wal, and Joe’s body pressed 

against me head to toe. He cupped my face, forcing me 
to meet his eye. “He isn’t going to arrest you.” 

“He could. He thinks | have something to do with 

Paul Norse’s disappearance.” 

“You didn’t.” 

“That’s beside the point. He thinks | did.” 

“He can’t arrest you on an assumption. He has to 

have proof. And trust me, he’l never have proof.” 

| wanted to ask Joe what he meant by that, but 

with his mouth so close, the scent of him up my nose, al 
| could think about was him. | tried to kiss Joe, and he 
kept me pinned to the wal. A smal whimper eased out 
of my throat. 


Joe’s teeth were sharp when he smiled. “Has 


Pavel told you when yet?” 

When? When what? | tried to kiss him again, and 

he stil wouldn’t let me. The need to touch him, taste 
him, became a physical ache. 

“Tay? Has Pavel told you when he’! make you 

belong?” 

“No.” It hurt to say it, and it was loud and clear in 

my voice. 

Joe tangled a hand up in my hair and then smashed 

our mouths together. | didn’t care how it hurt; | finaly 
had him. | opened to him. He didn’t kiss me, he tasted 
me, scraping the inside of my mouth with his tongue and 
brutaly sucking the air out of my lungs. My world 

swam. 

Joey puled away with a laugh. “God of Man, | 

love you like this.” He thumbed my right nipple, and | 
shuddered. “I never thought I’d see the day when you'd 
know what it was like to be helpless.” 

| don’t know what bothered me more, to hear him 


say that or the fact | wanted him so bad it didn’t matter. 


Joe swept a hand across my stomach, and his 
fingertips kneaded my flesh. When he reached the 
waistband of my jeans, he popped the button open and 
Slid his fingers over the fabric edge, teasing me just 
above my cock. 

His nostrils flared and his throat worked. Joe 

rocked against me, pressing his erection against mine. | 
let my hands roamed over his chest, then his neck and 
face. | touched Joe’s lips, then gripped his hair and 
puled him to my neck. The urge—no, the need—to 
feed him made me forget just how dangerous my loss of 
control could be. 

Joey exhaled against my pulse. His hand slipped 

inside my pants and his fingers wrapped around my 
cock. “I can’t wait for Pavel to take you. | want to feed 
from you, Tay. | want to tear your flesh and drink you 
down.” 

Maybe it was the word flesh, or tear, or drink— 

hel, it didn’t matter—but the last few synapses | had 


stil working for self-preservation fired off a warning. | 


hissed out Joe’s name. “Maybe we should wait.” 

Joey traced a hot wet line over my shoulder and 
nicked my skin with his sharp teeth. “Wait for what?” 
“Gabriel. We should wait for Gabriel.” His hand 

on my dick tightened. | whimpered. “Please, Joe.” 

“I wil take care of you.” Joe brought his gaze up, 

and the anger in them burned like hot coals. 

| said, “I know, | know, but....” 

He shoved my jeans lower and found my bals. 

“Joe, please, | think....” 

“Think what? I’m not strong enough? I’m not Kin 
enough?” 

“I didn’t say—” My scalp screamed when his 

fingers twisted. Joe yanked my head to the side. | bit 
back the yelp. | was too surprised to be afraid of him 
yet. | knew it was coming, though; | could feel the first 
bits of cold setting up in my gut. | let him go and rested 
my hands on his chest. | tried to pet Joe, maybe to 
soothe him, maybe to remind him he could realy hurt 


me if he wanted, but my hands shook too hard. 


He moved his fingers behind my bals. In spite of 
everything, | soread my legs wider. “That’s it, Tay.” Joe 
puled me off the wal and walked me backward. The 
position of his hand made me stumble, and the 
scissoring of my legs created friction over my perineum. 
By the time the mattress hit me in the back of the knees, 
| was gasping. One hard shove and | went down. A 

hard yank on my wrist flipped me on my stomach. Joe 
puled down my jeans. They got caught on my shoes 
until they came off my feet. He straddled my thighs, one 
hand on the middle of my back, the other twisting my 
arm up between my shoulders. 

Joe traced my spine with his tongue. Self- 

preservation made me want to fight him and lust kept 
me spread on the bed. | grunted and humped the 
mattress. 

Joe said, “If | was Kin, | wouldn’t wait.” Sharp 

points followed the trail of saliva up my back. “I’d take 
you, Tay. |l’d feed from you.” His exhale warmed my 


ear. “Would you like that?” 


Anything but yes would have been a lie. “God, 

Joe, please, please....” 

“Please what?” 

| didn’t know. | couldn’t think. “Anything, just 

touch me, please, just touch me!” Joe smoothed a hand 
over the swel of my ass and folowed the line of my 
thigh to the inside of my leg with his thumb. He teased 
my taint, slid his fingers higher, and did the same to my 
hole. | tried to push myself closer and failed. 

Joey said, “I want to bite you.” He brushed his lips 
against my shoulder at the same time he caressed my 
side. 

| wish | could say | was against him biting me, but 

it wasn’t true. Sharp teeth raked over my skin. | felt it 
part. | felt the burn of my nerves being exposed. The air 
smeled like copper, and heat trickled along my neck 
and down my shoulder. | turned my head just in time to 
see Joe lap the wound with his tongue. Breath short, 
eyes half-lidded, he looked like a man getting the best 


oral sex of his life. 


“Joe, wait... Gabriel said....” 

“No more waiting, Tay.” 

“Please....” 

Joe answered me by sinking his teeth into my 
shoulder. 

My pain, my fear seemed to set Joe on fire. He 

slung his head, ripping muscle, tearing flesh. 

| was going to die. If | didn’t bleed to death, | was 

sure Joe was going to eat out my throat. Tears 
squeezed out of my clenched eyes. | knew not to 
scream. Maybe Gabriel had said something, maybe 
Pavel had, or maybe it was just instinct. The force to 
hold back my cries left my lips chewed and bloody. 

| never asked Joe to stop. | couldn’t. My body 

craved this, wanted it, and | was ready to die in order 
to get it. And just when | thought it was going to 
happen, just when | felt the nick of teeth on the side of 
my throat, the weight at my back vanished. The entire 
room shuddered. | had just enough strength to turn my 


head and see Gabriel and Joe locked in battle. Teeth 


down, jaws wide, they looked like angry tigers flinging 
each other around the room. 

Gabriel slammed into the dresser, and it splintered. 
Clothes, pieces of wood, it al got tangled up with his 
limbs, slowing him down. Joe lunged, and Gabriel had 
just enough time to raise an arm to catch the blow. Even 
from over on the bed | heard his bones snap. 

Any minute | expected it to be over, to see Joe 

have his neck broken or his throat eaten out, but he 
seemed to match Gabriel blow for blow, especialy now 
that Gabriel favored his right arm. 

They tumbled out of my line of sight for a moment, 
and | heard Gabriel scream. When he came back, his 
left shoulder was completely flayed and Joe was 
chewing a mass of muscle and flesh. I’d been sure 
Gabriel would win. | wasn’t so sure anymore, and going 
by the look on his face, neither was he. 

Joe’s hard gaze fel on me, then flicked to Gabriel, 

who had gotten between us. The smile on Joey’s face 


wasn’t him, it was the monster, the dragon inside his 


body, the thing that had changed him. | think he was 
about to lunge when Pavel’s roar sent them both 
scurrying back. 

I'd never seen a dragon in ful form, and granted, 

there wasn’t room enough in the apartment for Pavel to 
shift—at least not without taking down the wals. But he 
had his chelae—claws—out, and his jaw had extended 
and become spiked with thorny growths. Spurs ran in 
rows down his back, and massive plate-like scales 
shuddered over his chest and arms. When Pavel’s 
tongue flicked out, it was forked. 

His ful attention was on Joe, who now looked 

miniscule in the presence of Pavel’s monstrous form. 
Joe paled and his hands trembled as he raised them up. 
His terrified gaze hit me first before swinging to the 
ground. He knelt; then his shoulders melted to the floor. 
Strange ticking sounds and high-pitched whistles 
echoed out of his chest. | didn’t have to be Lesser- 

Bred to know what he was begging for his life. 


My shoulder screamed in agony when Gabriel 


lifted me up. | tried to struggle, tried to tel him no. 

| must have said something out loud, because 

Gabriel said, “You don’t want to see this.” 

And | knew what he meant. “No!” He turned to 

carry me out, and | found my voice—as pathetic and 
shredded as it was. “You kil him, Pavel, and l'I never 
belong to you!” 

Pavel growled and bits of ceiling powdered the 

floor. 

Gabriel wouldn’t look at the Male, but | did. 

Granted, it took every bit of strength | had to raise my 
head. Pavel roled his lips, and his teeth flashed like 
ivory blades. When he huffed, a cloud of steam 
folowed his breath. 

| struggled in Gabriel’s grip, and he put me down. 

| only took a few steps before my knees gave out. | 
didn’t colapse and | stil didn’t look away. No matter 
how frightening, how vicious, how dangerous the thing 
in front of me was, | could not let him kil Joe. 


| said, “It wasn’t his fault.” 


Gabriel said my name, and I ignored him. 

“It wasn’t. I let him. | wanted him to. It’s not his 

fault he lost control. If anyone is to blame, it’s you!” 
Another huff from Pavel. “He tried to kil you.” 

“He didn’t mean it.” | looked at Joe when | said it. 

He was stil curled in the corner, his entire body one 
trembling mass. “It’s the Kin in him. That’s what made 
him do it. | know Joe, he wouldn'’t....” | teetered to the 
right, tried to catch myself with my bad arm, and wound 
up smashing my cheek into the wood floor. A sob 
broke over my lips, not so much from the pain but the 
knowledge that | didn’t stand a chance of stopping 
Pavel. 

The Male said something in Olde Tongue to 

Gabriel. He scooped me up. 

| said, “I mean it, Pavel, you wil never have me.” 
“Belonging to me is inevitable. You should know 

that by now.” 

| did know, but I also knew how much | loved 


Joe. “Not if I’m dead.” Pavel’s eyes widened, so | 


knew I had his attention. “Yeah, that’s right. You hurt 
him and | swear to God | wil make sure you never 


have me, even if it means kiling myself to do it.” 


—@CHAPTER 25 


Chapter 25 


| REFUSED the morphine, and when Gabriel tried to lie 
with me to help me heal, | told him to leave. He ignored 
me, of course, and | spent the next few days cradled in 
his arms, listening to him whirr. The sound made it hard 
to think, hard to feel, and hard to care. As much as | 
wanted him to go away, the numbness was a welcome 
sensation. And not because of the pain in my body, but 
the pain in my heart. 

Pavel did not come into the room, at least not that 

| know of. | never saw him, nor did | want to. I’d never 
hated anyone in my life as | did that Male in that 
moment. If I’d thought | stood a chance at kiling him, | 
would have. Yeah, Joe hurt me, but this was Pavel’s 
fault, him and his stupid be/onging bulshit and his 
metaphysical whatever the hel. 

And what made it worse was | stil craved him. | 


stil wanted his touch. | couldn’t decide if being around 


Gabriel was soothing the want or aggravating it. His 
purring healed my wounds, but the pain of wanting to 
belong made me wish I'd died. 

Part of me wanted to ask Pavel to end this, to 

take me even if it meant my life would be shortened, but 
then | thought about Joe and how he’d begged for his 
life. The anger made it possible for me to endure the 
suffering. I’d never hated dragons before, but | hated 
them now. 

Mostly | slept. The dreams | had were strange. 

There were images, sounds, and textures that didn’t 
make much sense. There was a man in the dream. He 
had light-brown hair, green eyes, and the most 
incredible smile, which he wore every time | saw him. 
Sometimes he was So real | could almost reach out and 
touch him. |I’d never met him, and yet | knew his name. 
Anthony. 

| didn’t so much wake up as fal out of sleep. My 

eyes snapped open, and | had a few moments where | 


stared at the gray cracked wals and the smal sliver of 


light painted on the surface coming in from the window 
behind me. Dust motes danced to silent music, al gold 
and silver like dreamland fairies. 

Who was I? 

And when I remembered, | wish | hadn’t. | tried 

to turn my face away, and a hand touched my cheek. 
“Taylor, sit up. You need to eat.” 

| didn’t want to eat. “Go away.” 

The mattress dipped, and Gabriel slid in next to 

me. A line of warm flesh touched me from shoulder to 
foot. He slipped an arm around my side and forced me 
to sit up. Fighting him was useless, so | just did what he 
wanted. 

“C'mon, Taylor. Work with me here. I’m tired, | 

want to feed, but | need you to eat first.” 

| don’t know why, but hearing him say that made 

me open my eyes. Gabriel’s skin was no longer bright 
and vibrant. Around his mouth and eyes it was even 
gray. He didn’t just look tired, he looked half-dead. 


“What’s wrong with you?” 


He smiled a little, but it didn’t last long. “I’ve been 
lying with you for almost three days straight. It takes a 
lot of resources to purr that long.” 

| glared at him. “I never asked for your help.” 

“No, but you needed it.” He picked something up 

off the floor and put it over my neck and shoulder. It 
was a Sling. “You’l need to keep your arm supported 
for the next week. The bones are knitting but stil 
tender.” 

| yanked it off and threw it to the side. “Go to hel 

and take Pavel with you. | don’t want your help. You 
were supposed to be my friend, you were supposed to 
love Joe! So fuck you and your help!” 

| fuly expected Gabriel to pop off at me, but 

instead his shoulders slumped and he got to his knees. 
The TV tray he puled closer rattled, and the silverware 
jumped next to the bowl. It smeled like soup, but | 
didn’t even want to look at it. | was hungry, but | 
wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of knowing 


that. 


Gabriel didn’t look at me when he spoke. “Please 
eat.” 

| noticed his hands shaking when he put them in 

his lap. “Why?” 

“Because you need your strength.” 

“What for?” 

“Pavel wants you wel.” 

“Fuck what Pavel wants.” 

Gabriel flinched. | didn’t expect that. It almost 

made me forget about being angry, but forgetting about 
being angry meant forgiving that asshole for Joe. “I want 
my clothes, Gabriel.” When he didn’t move, | repeated 
myself. “Now, right now. Give me some clothes or | 
swear to God | wil walk out of here buck naked.” 

He did look at me then. Gabriel’s eyes were 

incredibly dark. “Please don’t.” 

“Don’t what? Leave?” 

“Yes.” 

“Why? Give me one fucking reason why I should 


stay.” 


If | had to describe the expression on Gabriel’s 

face, | would say it was haunted. His Adam’s apple 
bobbed when he swalowed. “Because it’s not safe for 
you out there.” 

| laughed. | couldn’t help it. It made my shoulder 

hurt, but not nearly as much as trying to get to my knees 
did. | forgot about it being hurt and tried to use my bad 
arm to push myself up. Gabriel was wrong; the bones 
weren’t just tender, they felt like melted rubber bands. 
He didn’t stop me from standing or from kicking 
through the laundry pile near the wal until | found some 
jeans with enough fabric that my dick wouldn’t fal out. 

| put them on. There wasn’t a shirt, but | could live 
without a shirt. 

“Taylor....” 

| glanced at Gabriel. He stared at his hands. 

“What?” 

“Pavel didn’t kil Joe.” 

At least | remembered not to use my bad arm 


when | caught myself against the wal. Joe was alive? 


“Where is he?” 

Gabriel shook his head. “Pavel made him leave. 

Told him never to come back.” 

Any relief | felt quickly congealed into anger. | 

went into the room I'd shared with Joe. The blood 
made me freeze halfway through the door. The sheets 
were soaked. So was the mattress. Larger splatters 
painted the dark floor. The locations, the patterns, 
brought back every movement I’d made that night. The 
blood wasn’t Joe’s, it was mine. 

From behind me, Gabriel said, “You almost bled 

to death. | had to seal the bite.” 

| looked at my shoulder. There was a two-inch- 

wide scar running from my back over my shoulder and 
almost to my pectoral. 

“It won’t ever heal. I’m sorry. | metaphysicaly 

sealed it, so it wil always be scarred.” 

| touched it. The scar was unusualy shiny and 

thick. “How did you....” 


Gabriel stepped closer, and | looked at him. He 


said, “I licked it.” His smile was sad. “We can secrete 
an enzyme in our saliva that wil cauterize a bite.” 
“Why?” 

He sighed. “Because Humans don’t heal, and by 
keeping them from bleeding to death, Kin can keep 
them alive longer to feed on.” 

Yeah, now | wished I hadn’t asked. | started to 

get my walet from the dresser, but it was smashed. 
Lucky for me I'd left it on the bedside table. | got it and 
grabbed a shirt out of the debris. After that | went back 
out in the living room to search for my keys. | looked at 
the nail beside the door. They were there, and | 
grabbed them. 

“Taylor....” Gabriel stopped at the kitchen table. 

He gripped the back of a chair with enough force to 
make his knuckles white. “Please... please don’t go.” 
“Why? Joe’s not here anymore. There’s no reason 

for me to stay.” 

“Joe isn’t wel.” 


“Not wel?” 


“You were right. He couldn’t....” Gabriel took a 

breath. “He couldn’t help himself. What he did to you.” 
| didn’t know whether to be angry or relieved to 

hear him say that. “If he isn’t wel, then why did Pavel 
want to kil him? Why aren’t you helping him?” 
“Because what’s wrong with him can’t be fixed.” 
“Can't be fixed?” 

“Do you remember when Loren told you 

sometimes there are changes?” 

Yeah, how could | forget? “So?” 

“Sometimes those changes aren’t on the outside. 
Sometimes you can’t see them until something bad 
happens.” 

| glanced back at the room. Then | thought about 
what Joe told me. How he’d kiled that man in the aley 
because he wanted to. My fists clenched, and I had to 
fight back the urge to scream. 

He said, “I’m so sorry.” 

| glared at Gabriel. “I hope the Alchemists kil 


every fucking dragon there is in this city.” 


“It’s not their fault.” 

“Not their fault?” | took a few steps closer, and 

Gabriel stepped back. “Al of this is their fault. You are 
their fault. Kin are the reason why you exist. The reason 
why Joe is tainted. The reason why he tried to kil me! 
So do me a favor. Don’t stand there and try to tel me 
that this is not their fault. They are the only ones 
responsible!” 

| had my hand on the doorknob when Gabriel 

said, “Please, I’m begging you, stay. If you leave, he’! 
find you.” 

| would be lying if | said some smal part of me 

wasn’t afraid. But then, maybe if Joe found me, | could 
get him some help. There had to be somewhere | could 
take him, someone | could cal. 

Gabriel came around the table. He wasn’t close 
enough to touch me, but | could feel the heat rising off 
his body and the odd pul, the strange attraction stirring 
under my own skin. It begged me to get closer. To 


touch. To pet. | Knew he could soothe whatever it was 


inside me. | wanted him to soothe it. 

| yanked open the door. 

Gabriel folowed me out. At the bottom of the 

rickety staircase, he said, “He kiled someone. 

Someone besides the man in the aley.” 

“What?” 

“I smeled it on him one night when he came back 

late. He wasn’t supposed to be out. I’d told him not to 
go, but he went anyway. He said he’d been out hunting. 
| didn’t punish him and | didn’t tel Pavel. | should have, 
but....” He twisted his hands. “I’m so sorry. | never 
meant for any of this to happen. | know you want to be 
angry with Pavel, | know you want to blame Kin. But 
this isn’t their fault. It’s mine.” 

| struggled to figure out what Gabriel was teling 

me. “Please don’t pul a Darth Vader on me.” 

Gabriel laughed and a tear slid down his cheek. 

“No, no, no, nothing like that.” He pushed back some 
of my hair, then petted my cheek some more. As weird, 


as awkward as it felt, it also felt right. Gabriel was right, 


feeding did do something to a man, take things beyond 
friendship, maybe even beyond love. But it didn’t 
change the fact that Joe was gone. 

| forced myself to step away. 

Gabriel dropped his hand back to his side. Down 
here in the light, he looked so tired. | don’t think I’d 
ever seen him so worn down. 

| said, “How is this your fault?” 

Gabriel said, “I thought | could control him.” 

| shook my head. “What are you talking about?” 

“I thought | was strong enough to control Joey. | 
thought if | was dominant enough, | could keep him 
from doing this, being like this. It was my job to keep 
him in line, and | failed him. | failed you.” 

Staring was about as effective as the blinking. 
“What are you trying to tel me, Gabriel? That you 
knew?” 

Silence. 

| hugged my injured arm closer to my body. It was 


the only way | could keep myself from shaking. “Damn 


it, Gabriel! Tel me!” 

“| told Pavel that first day at Haven if he kiled 

Joe, | would tel you. Then you would hate him. Then 
you would never agree to stay.” 

“Why?” 

Gabriel dropped his gaze to the floor around my 

feet. “I told you. | loved him from the first time | fed 
him. | thought since he was so Human I'd be stronger, 
and | could keep him, and since his blood was weak, 
no one would try and take him from me. | never thought 
he’d chalenge me, because he needed me to feed him, 
and | thought if he ever did, | would be strong enough 
to rol him—control him. But | was wrong and Pavel 

was right. And because of me you almost died, and Joe 
is out there, and he’s dangerous. And he’! hurt 
someone else. I’m sorry. l'm so sorry. | should have 
never tried to keep him.” 

Gabriel dropped to his knees and folded over on 

the floor in front of me. | glanced over my shoulder 


because | fuly expected Pavel to be standing there. But 


he wasn’t. It was just Gabriel and me. When | looked 

at him again, he was stil on the ground, stil waiting. 
Only | didn’t know what he was waiting for. Or maybe 

| did and | just didn’t want to give it to him. 

The sun was way too bright when | stepped out 

on the sidewalk. | could feel the heat radiating from the 
buildings, the sidewalks, and even the streets. It was a 
warm day for fal, and even though the heat made sweat 
bead on my skin, | felt cold inside. 

| came down the steps and went around the 

corner where I'd parked the car. Pavel was sitting on 
the hood. My big toe caught one of the cracks in the 
sidewalk, and | almost fel. | hadn’t even realized I'd 
forgotten my shoes until the pain of my stubbed toe 
brought it to my attention. | tried to walk it off and 
limped around to the driver’s side. 

Part of me wondered how much of the 

conversation he’d heard between Gabriel and me. Then 
| decided | didn’t realy care. And yet he hadn’t kiled 


Joe, something he obviously had intended to do the 


other night. 

| glanced up, and his impossibly stony gaze was 
focused on something off in the distance. Considering 
the only thing out in front of him was another brick 
building, it couldn’t have been the scenery. 

My keys jingled when they hit the street. | bent to 

pick them up only to drop them again. When | stood 
back up the second time, Pavel said, “You should 

stay.” 

“Yeah, wel, excuse me if | have a difference of 
Opinion.” 

When his silver eyes slid over to me, | almost 

dropped my keys again. The thing inside me, the part of 
me that wanted him, hummed like a live wire. | hit the 
door release and the car answered with a double-barrel 
thump. 

Only when I yanked open the door, | froze again. 

| don’t know if Pavel was somehow wiling me to stand 
there or if it was something inside me. | had a very bad 


feeling my reluctance to get into the car was al me. 


A deep rumble roled in his chest. | tried to keep 

my gaze on the door, or maybe my hand on the door, 
or maybe the inside of the car, which was where | 
needed to be. It lasted al of ten seconds. | said, 
“What?” 

“| didn’t kil him.” 

Joe, he meant Joe. | nodded. “Yeah, Gabriel told 

me.” 

“And you are stil leaving?” 

Getting angry was useless. He was a dragon. 
Apparently the obvious was something they just 
couldn’t comprehend. “Yeah, I’m leaving.” 

“He wil hunt you, Taylor Simmons. And he wil 

kil you.” 

| tightened my hand on the door. “l'I get him 
some help.” 

“Your Chetrah medicine cannot help him. He 
should be kiled.” 

| pushed the door shut and walked around to the 


front of the car where Pavel was perched. There was a 


nice dent under his ass that would never come out 
without major body work. 

“Pavel.” He stared, and | had to fight to get 

control of my voice. | shut my eyes a moment, hoping 
that the darkness would give me a chance to reign 
myself in. It didn’t. In fact, | think it made it worse. The 
sensation of heat on my shoulder was folowed up by 
his touch. My heart fluttered, my pulse quickened, and | 
got hard. | opened my eyes. “Don’t.” 

| didn’t expect him to stop. | think | might have 

wanted him to ignore me. “I appreciate you not kiling 
Joe.” 

“It was foolish of me. | should have.” 

“No, you had no right.” 

“Lam a Dominant. It is my responsibility to keep 
Lesser-Breds and ferals from hurting the Chetrah. | am 
sorry | was weak. | did not want to cause you pain. It 
was the wrong choice.” 

“No, the only place you went wrong was not 


teling me in the beginning that something was wrong 


with him. You should have told me so I could have 
gotten him some help.” 

Pavel blinked. It was the only change in his 
expression. “And how would you have helped him?” 
My shoulder twinged, and | cradled my arm 

against my chest. “I don’t know. I’m sure there are 
doctors who can do some sort of treatment. They have 
drugs for everything now.” 

“Not for this.” 

| clenched my teeth and concentrated on 

breathing. “You don’t know that.” 

“I do know. He is too Human. He has no use, 

therefore he has no need.” 

No use? No use! Pavel’s arrogance made me 

want to scream, but | had a feeling the only one who 
would care was me. | went back around to the driver’s 
side and got in. When | started the car, Pavel got off the 
hood. | didn’t look at him when he stopped by my 
window, at least until he tapped on it. 


He held up a cel phone, my cel phone. | roled 


down the window and took it. 

“Gabriel put his number in your phone. Cal him 
when you need us.” 

“| won’t need you.” 


And | meant it. At the time. 


—@MCHAPTER 26 


Chapter 26 


| DIDN’T realy have anywhere to go except my 
apartment. My empty apartment. There was stil the 
futon, towels, some old clothes. | could at least take a 
shower and sleep. | tried to remember if there was any 
Tylenol left in the bathroom. It was tempting to stop ata 
convenience store and get some, but that would mean 
admitting | hurt. Somehow | felt that if | admitted the 
pain was real, it would mean losing some sort of 
imaginary battle of wils with Pavel. 

My shoulder did hurt, but the pain in my chest was 
worse. And the farther | got from the Zone, the farther | 
got from Pavel and Gabriel, the more it increased. | 
think the only reason | was able to keep going was the 
anger and the urgency to find Joe, or maybe for him to 
find me. 

| didn’t see anyone in the halway when | headed 


up to my apartment. The plant beside my door had 


turned into a shriveled brown husk. | was tempted to 
water it, but I’m not sure why. It took me two tries to 
undo the deadbolt. When I got the door open, | 
practicaly fel inside. | closed it, locked it, engaged the 
chain. 

Halfway to the bedroom, my knees gave out and | 
wound up propped against the wet bar, trembling. | 
was sure that al | needed to do was stay away from 
Gabriel and Pavel long enough to convince my body | 
was not going back, and it was just going to have to get 
over whatever it was it thought it needed. Only 
something told me it wasn’t going to be that simple. This 
wasn’t something | could kick like a cigarette habit or 
even alcoholism. | wasn’t even sure if there was 
someone who could help me or somewhere | could go. 
It took me a while, but eventualy | made it into the 
bedroom. With the bed gone, the only place | had to sit 
was a wide-armed chair I’d left behind. | sank down 

into the seat, head back, eyes closed. 


It wasn’t long before my skin prickled, the hairs 


on my arms stood up, and heat weled in my stomach, 
my groin. It wasn’t nearly as powerful of a reaction as it 
was when | was around Pavel or Gabriel, but it was my 
body’s way of teling me the metaphysical energy it 
craved was close by. 

Joe was here. 

| thought about what Pavel had said. Joe would 

hunt me, and | wondered if | had a chance at getting 
away. | told myself he was wrong, and | ignored the 
pain in my shoulder when it sounded off. 

Joe said my name. 

My arms pushed, my legs shoved me to my feet. | 
couldn’t make it and wound up spiling onto the floor. If 
he wanted to kil me, he wouldn’t even have to try. 
Warmth roled over me, but it was cooler than | 
remembered, or maybe just cooler than what | craved. 
Joe slipped an arm around my back and his hand petted 
my cheek. 

He said, “I’m so sorry. | didn’t mean to hurt you. | 


couldn't stop. | just....” 


| clung to him and pressed my face into his neck. 

They were wrong. | knew they were wrong. “What are 
you doing here?” 

“I didn’t have anywhere else to go. Pavel made 

me leave.” He held me tighter. “I didn’t want to leave. It 
wasn’t my fault. It was an accident. Gabriel was 
Supposed to be there. He was supposed to feed me, 
and he didn’t.” 

“Shhh....” And if anyone knew how dangerous it 

was to be around me when they needed to feed, it was 
Gabriel. | thought about how he’d looked when he told 
me he loved Joe. | didn’t have to be able to smel a lie 
to know he’d spoken the truth. It didn’t make sense 
that he’d do anything to put Joe at risk. | said, “Don’t 
worry about it. It’s over, it’s done.” 

“No! This is his fault. He didn’t want me to be 

with you anymore! He did this!” There was so much 
anguish in Joe’s words | didn’t even try to refute them. 
“What am | gonna do, Tay? He was supposed take 


care of me, feed me, and now he changed the rules.” 


“Joe, I’m sure it’s not like that. He told me not to 

be alone with you.” 

“That’s because he wants you to hate me!” 

“And that wil never happen.” 

“He let me hurt you.” 

Let him. | sighed. Did | believe that? “I’m sure it’s 

not what you think.” 

Joe’s expression hardened. “Are you defending 

him? After everything he’s done, after everything he’s 
said. Are you choosing Gabriel over me?” Bits of 
orange replaced the gold in his eyes, and his teeth got 
long, realy long, and | got to see up close the monster 
that had bitten me and nearly kiled me. 

“No, Joe, of course not.” 

“I never meant to hurt you.” 

“I know, hush, | know.” 

The dragon disappeared and was replaced by the 
man. “I’m so sorry.” 

“l'I take care of it.” | tried to think of what to do, 


who | could cal, how | could take care of us, and | 


couldn’t even think of someplace safe for us to go. 
Before | could get very far, Joe turned his head quickly, 
like something had drawn his attention. 

| said, “What’s wrong?” 

“Someone's here. Outside.” 

| didn’t hear anything. “In the hal?” 

He nodded and cocked his head. 

“Maybe it’s a neighbor.” As soon as | said it, | 

heard voices, one of which | recognized. Detective 
Blane was here. 

Joe growled and his hands tightened on my arms, 
making me wince. A knock sounded at my door. “Mr. 
Simmons, it’s Detective Blane. | have a search warrant 
for your apartment. | know you’re in there; your car is 
out front. Please don’t make me break down the door.” 
| said, “Hang on a minute, I’m not dressed.” Then 

| whispered Joe’s name. “You should go.” 

“Not without you. | need you, Tay. | can’t lose 

you.” Joe puled me to my feet and toward the 


bathroom window. “We’l go down the fire escape.” 


Down the fire escape. Joe said it like it was a walk 

in the park. Granted, the building wasn’t al that high, 
but it only took faling a couple of stories to kil 
someone. And there was a very good chance | would 
fal, seeing as | could barely stand up. 

This time the knock was more insistent. “I’m 

losing my patience, Mr. Simmons.” 

“Hang on!” | looked at Joe. “I don’t know if | can 

make it.” 

“Yes, you can. l'I help you.” Joe hoisted himself 

up on the sil and was out the window with al the grace 
of a cat. | almost slid to the floor, but he hooked his 
hands under my arms and puled me out. From inside 
the apartment there was a series of loud bangs, then the 
sound of wood cracking and giving way, folowed by 
the rush of heavy footsteps coming through the door. 
Joe shoved the bathroom window closed and puled me 
to the edge of the metal balcony. 

| looked down, and suddenly three stories felt 


more like thirty. Joe slipped an arm around my ribs and 


puled me to him as he climbed up the ladder. 
“Shouldn’t we go down?” 

“They’re down there. We need to get to another 
building, then go down.” 

He said it like he’d done this already. Then | 

realized he probably had. Joe got to the top and pushed 
me over the smal ledge. | fel to my knees on the 
pebbled roof, gasping for air, muscles trembling, sweat 
beading on my skin. And I hadn’t even done any 
climbing. 

Joe crouched down. “You okay?” 

| nodded; then | shook my head. “I feel like shit.” 

“It’s just a little farther.” This time, Joe picked me 

up. He headed to the east side of the building, where a 
second apartment building was currently being updated. 
Scaffolding clung to the side where the windows were 
empty of glass. Joe ran. He kept running. | realized he 
wasn’t going to stop. | was too scared to even scream 
as he leapt off the edge. 


The space between the structures couldn’t have 


been more than thirty feet, but it felt like miles. | wanted 
to shut my eyes but found them glued to the brick wal 
growing closer and closer. A wide expanse of dark red 
mottled with black and brown. Even though Joe held 
me tight, | felt the absence of ground beneath us anda 
momentary sense of weightlessness. 

Then Joe’s feet hit the scaffolding, and the impact 

shot up his new body into mine, feeling like a 
sledgehammer to my spine. Pain fired off behind my 
eyes, making my skul rattle like it was ful of rusted 
nails. | must have blacked out, because when the world 
came back into focus, we were deep inside the other 
building and Joe was patting my cheek while saying my 
name over and over. 

Relief filed his eyes when | looked at him. “l 

thought I’d hurt you.” 

“I’m good.” His nose wrinkled. “Okay, okay, 

maybe good is a bit optimistic.” 

“lI take care of you, Tay.” 


He’d take care of me. | was even too tired to feel 


like a failure. 

Joe said, “As soon as it gets dark, we’l get out of 
here.” 

“And go where?” 

“I know a place in the Gray Zone. The cops won’t 
come looking for us on the inside.” 

In other words, out of the pot and into the fryer. 
“What about Pavel...” 

His grip tightened, and | gasped. “Pavel doesn’t 
own the Zone, and he can’t tel me where | can and 
can’t go.” His words came out on a growl. 

| reminded myself being scared made me smel 

like food. “Okay, Joe, okay. That’s where we’l go, but 
how do we get there?” 

“Cab. Do you have your cel?” 

At least | could be of some use. | fished my cel 
phone out of my pocket. Joe took it from me and dialed 
a number. He gave his location, then hung up. “The 
cabby’s going to meet us at dark.” 


“What about the cops?” 


“There’s no way to get to this floor without a 

crane. The steps and elevator shaft are stil gone.” Now 
that Joe had said something, | noticed how the inside 
wals weren’t much more than steel framework and 
more scaffolding. 

We waited, and dark seemed to take forever to 

fal. Every so often | thought | heard the sounds of 
people talking. | don’t know if it was the cops searching 
the streets below and other buildings or what. Several 
times Joe cocked his head like he was listening, but 
since he didn’t growl or grab me and run, | figured we 
were Safe. 

Exhaustion turned into my worst nightmare. | was 

so tired al | wanted to do was sleep, and yet it eluded 
me even when | tried. By the time the sun had turned a 
reddish orange outside the glassless windows, it was 
freezing inside the building. Of course, it could have just 
been me. Joe held me close and purred. The sound 
soothed me, warmed me, but | would be lying if I said it 


was anything like Gabriel’s. | think | was finaly on the 


edge of sleep when Joe shook me. 

“Tay?” 

“Yeah....” 

“We need to go. The cab wil be coming to get us 

at any time.” Joe stood and puled me to my feet. | stil 
felt weak, but | didn’t hurt. He put an arm around me. 
“Lean on me. l’ve got you.” 

Joe was right. The only way to the main floor was 

the crane. Unfortunately there was no one around to 
operate the thing, so that meant there was only one way 
down, and that involved climbing. 

| said, “I can’t.” 

“It’s just like rock climbing.” 

Yeah, my once-favorite pastime. | quit going two 
years ago when Joe fel and broke his arm when trying 
to scale a practice wal. Amazing how a little 
metaphysical transformation could flip the tables. 

| shook my head. “I think a flight of stairs could 

kick my ass right now.” And | wasn’t joking. | sat 


down on the floor because my legs were shaking again. 


Joe knelt beside me. “Can you hang onto my 

back?” 

Was he serious? “Joe....” 

“Can you or not?” Anger made his words sharp. 

“| don’t feel good, Joe. Maybe you should just go 
without me. | can cal Blane and turn myself in.” 

He growled. “Why?” 

“I’m sick.” And | was seriously beginning to think 

| might even be dying. “I’m realy sick, Joe.” 

“You're not sick, you need glow.” Joe kissed me. 

“Just trust me, okay? l'I get you someplace safe, then 
l'I feed, then | can take care of you.” 

| must have nodded, because Joe puled me back 

to my feet and gave me his back. His muscles bunched 
under my grip, and | could feel the potential power 
rippling through his body. | held on tight, but | had a 
feeling it wasn’t going to be enough. | could only hope 
that if | fel, | would die on impact. 

Joe reached out to the skeletal arm of the crane 


and pushed off. Gravity puled at my body, feeling like a 


thousand pounds to my trembling arms. Joe gripped my 
thigh, taking some of the weight off my limbs. He hung 
there a moment by one hand. When he looked back 
over his shoulder at me, | saw the first signs of strain. 
Sweat beaded his upper lip, and his cheeks were 
flushed. 

| asked, “Are you okay?” 

He nodded. “This just takes a lot of resources. 

Hang on.” 

| did, and | honestly thought | was going to fal. It 

took a while, but Joe swung us out across the arm of 
the crane, taking the rungs like monkey bars until the 
angle changed and he could get his feet into the metal 
webbing. We made it to the cab of the machine, then 
took the narrow ladder to the ground floor. 

Somehow | managed to stay on my feet. Outside, 

the shadows had turned ink black, and the sky a dark 
purple. There was a patrol car parked by the curb in 
front of our building, but only one. | took a guess that it 


meant the rest had abandoned the search and gone 


home. 

Joey took my hand and led me behind the 

building. By the time we’d gone half a block, | could 
barely manage to keep up. Turning myself in was 
beginning to look better and better. Maybe there was 
medicine or a specialist they would let me see. Of 
course, they also might leave me in a cel until whatever 
was making me feel sick did me in. | think that thought 
was what kept me moving. 

One plodding step in front of the other, we moved 
through the darkness. | was just about to beg Joe to let 
me rest when he put a hand on my shoulder and puled 
me to a stop. | leaned into him. | think if | could have, | 
would have burrowed under his skin. The closer | was, 
the more | touched him, the better | felt, however 
fleeting. 

He petted me down my back. “It’s okay, Tay. 

Now we just need to wait.” 

It wasn’t long before a set of lights struck the wal 


above us, then bled down the brick, highlighting 


windows, a doorway, and dumpsters smeling like 
rotten vegetables. Several rats scurried out of the black 
plastic bags piled in the metal container and fel on the 
ground in front of us to disappear into the shadows. 
The vehicle stopped a few yards away, engine 

rattling like something was about to fal out from 
underneath. A cloud of exhaust dimmed the headlights, 
and a burnt oil scent joined the smel of rot in the air. 
“That’s our ride.” Joe tugged me in the direction of 

the cab and opened the door. | al but fel in. The inside 
of the car smeled even worse, an ashtray and an open 
bar combined with a men’s locker room. 

“Money first.” The cherry on the cigar the cabby 

had clenched between his teeth glowed red on a puff, 
and | caught a glimpse of his bloodshot eyes. Wel, that 
solved two of the three foul odors. 

Joe dug around in his pocket and handed over a 

wad of cash. 

The driver said, “Where to?” 


“The nearest motel on the inside.” 


The driver didn’t start any kind of meter when he 
puled out of the aley and drove in the direction of the 


Zone. 


—@C HAPTER 27 


Chapter 27 


| SLEPT. Honestly, there wasn’t much else | could do. 
And | probably would have slept al the next day if Joe 
hadn’t woken me up. The room was smal, with ugly 
orange walpaper and puke-yelow carpet. | tried to 
remember how I|’d wound up trapped in the sixties; 
then | remembered the cab ride to the motel. 

“Hey, you with me?” Joe smiled, and it was not 

only beautiful but bright. No, no, he was bright. His skin 
practicaly radiated tangible waves of heat. | gasped 
and made a grab to pul him closer. He let me, and the 
feel of him drew a moan out of my throat. 

“More....” | barely recognized my own voice. 

“Easy, Tay.” He picked me up and carried me into 

the bathroom. | pushed my face into his neck and 
sucked at his pulse. | thought of what happened the last 
time I’d been alone with him, then decided that if he 


kiled me this time, at least | wouldn’t have to keep 


living like this. 

When Joe sat me down on the edge of the tub and 
stepped back, | almost dumped myself onto the floor 
trying to stay close to him. He laughed, and it didn’t 
sound like him. It was cold, almost mocking. 

Joe pried my fingers off his arms and puled my 

shirt over my head. “Easy, Tay. Everything wil be al 
right.” 

“Please.” 

His mouth curled and white points showed from 

under his upper lip. “You are an amazing vessel, do you 
know that?” 

| was so busy staring at his chest | almost didn’t 

hear him. Then | replayed what he said. “Vessel?” 
“Those who can belong.” 

| shook my head. “What are you talking about?” | 
inched my hands closer to him. When | touched him, 
my brain almost shorted out. Joe put my hands back in 
my lap and undid my jeans. He moved me around like | 


weighed nothing and puled them off. 


“Most Chetrah have to be primed before they get 

like you. They have to be marked several times, the 
Male needs to taste their blood. But not you. You 
primed on your own.” He stood me up and guided me 
into the tub. | leaned against the wal while he shucked 
off his jeans. Joe closed the shower curtain behind him 
and turned on the tap. The rush of water slapped 
against the bottom of the tub and echoed off the tiles. 
There was a Sharp chink; then the shower kicked on. 
The cold water almost knocked me off my feet. Joe 
caught me, and a few seconds later, the water warmed. 
He petted me, up and down, up and down. | 

didn’t want him to stop. | never wanted him to stop. 
But | had questions, so | couldn’t lose myself yet. | 
asked, “What does that mean?” 

“What?” 

“Being a vessel. What does that mean?” 

“Most Males prime a Human by biting them. 

That’s when their metaphysics begins replacing what 


makes you Human.” 


What makes me Human? | didn’t like the sound 

of that. “Maybe | should go to the hospital.” After al, 
that was where you went when there was something 
wrong with you. And there was definitely something 
wrong with me. Maybe so wrong even they couldn’t fix 
it, but | had to try. 

“Now why would you want to go there?” 

“I’m sick, Joe.” 

“You just need to belong. It’s the only cure.” 

“I don’t want to die.” 

He laughed again, and this time | actualy winced. 

Joe put a hand under my chin and made me look at him. 
God, he was beautiful, so perfect, so... not Human. He 
said, “You’re not going to die. | won’t let you. You’re 
too important to me. You just need a Male to own you; 
then you’l be okay. It wil take some adjusting. You’ve 
only been around Pavel and Gabriel, but according to 
the others—” 

“Others?” 


Joe’s expression changed, and he almost looked 


hurt. “There are others like me. Not many, because the 
Males kil us. I’ve been talking to them.” 

“When?” 

“I met some when I was out exploring the Fringe. 

| went back a few times and talked to them.” He 
shrugged. “They told me things Pavel and Gabriel 
didn’t. Like how | don’t need them to survive. I just 
need you.” 

| shook my head. “Joe, | can’t feed you, you 

know that, you almost....” Ki/led me. | didn’t have to 
say it; his eyes did it for me. Only instead of guilt, | saw 
anger. Raw, pure anger. 

“That was Gabriel’s fault.” 

“I know.” 

“| would never hurt you on purpose.” 

“I know, | know, but I’m not strong enough to 

stop you if you do it again, and to be honest, | don’t 
think | would want to.” My confession hung between us 
as heavy and real as the steam filing up the bathroom. 


Joe smiled and puled me against him, and we 


touched head to toe. His words whispered against my 
ear. “I’m glad.” 

A cold chil formed in my chest while his petting 
heated my skin. | said, “Why? Why would you say 
something like that?” 

“Because it means you’! be wiling to do what | 

need you to do.” 

“What?” Let him eat me? 

“You're very valuable, Tay. There are Males who 

wil barter for you.” 

“Barter? You’re not making any sense.” 

“Yes, | am. | need to feed, but | can’t feed others. 

In the eyes of Kin, that makes me useless. If you agree 
to go with a Male under the condition he has to feed 
me, he’! do it.” 

“If it’s that easy, then why won’t Pavel—” 

Joe growled. “Because he is a Dominant and he’s 
arrogant.” 

“And others aren’t?” Granted, | hadn’t been 


around many. But Loren hadn’t seemed any more 


open-minded than Pavel. 

“There are midranked and submissive Kin who 

wil never be able to link on their own because their 
metaphysics aren’t strong enough to prime you. They 
wil gladly do anything to have you because linking with 
you wil make them stronger.” He pushed me against 
the wal and pinched one of my nipples. At the same 
time, he dragged his fingers down my ass crack. Joe 
said, “You’l do it, right? So we can stay together?” 

| gasped when he pinched my other nipple, this 

time harder, and twisted. 

When I could breathe again, | said, “Are you sure 

a hospital can’t fix this?” 

Joe fel very stil. His expression was blank now. It 
scared me more than teeth flashing ever did. “I thought 
you loved me and you wanted to take care of me.” 

“I do, Joe. God, more than anything. I’m just... 

scared. | just want things to be normal. Maybe a doctor 
can fix both of us.” 


“There isn’t any cure for what | am, Tay.” 


“Maybe they can fix me?” 

“You don’t want to belong?” 

| was afraid to answer him. 

“Tay?” 

“I just want you, Joe. That’s al I’ve ever wanted.” 
“But if you don’t be/ong, then how am | going to 

be able to feea? | need blood, and flesh, and 
metaphysics. You can’t give me those things.” 
“Maybe there’s another way. Maybe—” 

“There is no other way!” His hold on my arm 
tightened until my bones throbbed. 

“Joe... you're hurting me... Joe....” 

“You promised! You promised you’d make 

everything okay! Are you gonna walk out on me too? 
Are you gonna leave me to die like Pavel and Gabriel?” 
“You can buy flesh and blood, right? | could get 
another job and—” 

He pushed me against the tile, and my head 

cracked against it. “What? And live like a stray dog? 


Like some pathetic thing that has to beg for someone to 


feed it! | don’t want to live like that. | deserve better. 
am better.” 

“Please, Joe, this isn’t you.” 

“What’s not me?” 

“This, the way you’re acting.” | winced and tried 

to pry his grip free. “Please, Joe, my arm, you’re hurting 
me.” 

“You just don’t like the fact | don’t have to be 

second class to you anymore. That for once, you aren’t 
better than me.” He let me go, and the ghost of his 
touch ached. “You're just like Gabriel. You think 
something’s wrong with me, don’t you? You think I’m 
too Human.” 

“| didn’t say that.” | don’t think | dared to. 

“Please, Joe. | love you.” 

“If you love me, help me survive.” 

“How?” 

“Belong, because you can’t feed me until you do.” 

It wasn’t because | didn’t want to feed him. | 


would have done anything for Joe. Anything at al, but | 


was Human and | couldn’t. But | could be/ong—| 

could give myself to a Male, and it would keep Joe 
safe, keep him fed. Maybe even help him. “l'I belong, 
Joe. For you, l'I belong.” 

Joe purred and licked my throat. “I knew you 

would. | didn’t doubt for a minute you'd tel me yes.” 
Tears leaked out of my eyes, and he kissed them away. 
His fingers rubbed against my hole, and | pushed 
against him. | wanted him, | needed him, but I also 
knew this was dangerous. We needed to stop. “Joe....” 
“l'm right here, Tay.” 

“We shouldn’t....” 

“Yes, we should.” He pushed in the very tips of 

his fingers. | cried out, and on the next stroke he gave 
me more. 

“Joe, please, | don’t want anything to happen 
again—” 

“I'm fed. l'm safe. | went out and hunted while 

you slept.” 


| looked at him. This close, his eyes were like 


golden headlights. “What did you hunt?” 

He smiled. “Things, useless vermin. It was just 

flesh and blood, but it was enough to sate me for now. 
The important thing is | won’t have to do it when you 
belong.” 

To another Male. Joe was ready to hand me over 

to a stranger so he could Survive. 

He wrapped a hand around our cocks and began 

to stroke. My breathing quickened and | pumped my 
hips. The warmth roling from his body was more 
intense than his fingers in my ass or his fist around my 
cock. 

Joe growled and nipped my lip, making me 

whimper. 

“Admit it, Tay, you were meant for this, just like | 

was meant to become. You were meant to belong, to 
feed others, to be fucked, to be owned. You are 
nothing but food.” 

I’m pretty sure the pain in my chest was my heart 


breaking. 
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Chapter 28 


THE shril ring of my cel phone woke me up. | threw 
out an arm in the dark and felt empty bed beside me. 
The ringing stopped, and | dropped my face back into 
the pilow. 

Sleep tugged at my mind, and | was more than 

ready to give in, more than ready to just let it al go. 
The phone started ringing again, and the sound 
grated on my nerves like salt in an open wound. | 
pushed myself up, and my body sounded off with 
muscle aches and cramps that had nothing to do with 
my need for metaphysics and everything to do with 
being fucked for way too long. | felt around until | found 
the switch for the bedside table, and the forty-watt 
lightbulb almost struck me blind. | blinked against the 
brightness. In the meantime, my phone quit ringing 
again. 


Joe wasn’t on the bed or in the room. | found my 


cel phone next to my empty walet. Al my cash was 
gone, al my credit cards. Joe had probably had to use 
one to pay for the motel room, but | had no idea why 
he’d taken the others. 

There was a note from Joe on the table as wel. It 

read Went to hunt again. When I get back, l'Il run 

and get you some food. 

Food. Somehow | didn’t think that word was ever 
going to sound right to my ears again. 

| told myself Joe didn’t mean it like it had sounded 
when he caled me that. But he had. | knew deep down 
inside he had. So | told myself when I got him some 
help, he would get better. 

| opened the phone and checked the number, 
squinted, then read it again. It was my parents. God, I’d 
never gotten around to caling them. There was no 
avoiding it now. 

And here I’d thought teling them I was gay had 

been hard. 


Mom, Dad, I’m not only gay, but now I’m 


fucking the monsters, because | am nothing but 

food. 

The laugh was folowed by a sob. | slapped the 

tears off my face. | was not going to cry. | was not 
going to break down. | was going to do what | needed 
to do. Which was take care of Joe. 

| dialed the number, and my mother answered on 

the third ring. 

“Oh my God, Taylor, where have you been? 

We've been trying to cal you for the past three hours!” 
| held the phone away from ear until she stopped 

to catch her breath. “I was asleep. | guess | didn’t hear 
it ring.” Hel, the planet could have exploded and | 
would have slept through it. “Sorry, | meant to cal you 
last week.” And the week before that. “Things have just 
been realy—” 

“Taylor, there have been reporters caling, anda 
detective was here asking questions! They’re saying 
things, terrible things!” 


Lucky for me the bed was right behind me. When 


my knees folded, | landed on it instead of the floor. My 
mother kept going on and on, talking so fast it made my 
head spin. 

“Wait....” She didn’t stop. “Mom, Mom, wait, 

slow down.” 

“They say you kiled someone, Taylor. It’s al over 

the news! That detective says they have evidence. Your 
hair, your blood! Oh God, honey, please come home. 
Let us get you some help!” 

| snatched up the remote and turned on the TV. | 

didn’t have to look very hard before finding a special 
buletin with my face up in the corner. | turned up the 
sound. 

“... authorities are stil reluctant to give any details 
about the mutilated remains of David Harland, regional 
manager for the Java House, discovered in his 
Buckhead home, but police have issued a state-wide 
manhunt for Taylor Simmons. Mr. Simmons, an ex- 
employee of the Java House, is also suspected to have 


been involved in the disappearance of Paul Norse....” 


| clicked the mute button and stared at the grainy 
picture of police standing around the entrance to a 
beautiful brick townhouse. A gurney with a body bag 
was wheeled out the front door. 

After the scene ended, a smiling picture of Paul 

was flashed up on the screen, folowed by a hustle of 
jostling cameras folowing a dark-haired woman with 
puffy eyes who was trying to make her way into the 
doors of a building somewhere downtown. 

She had to be Paul’s wife. 

| had a terrible feeling Paul was dead too. 

And the police thought | did it. Because they had 
evidence. My blood, my hair. | didn’t even want to 
imagine how it could get to the scene, but | knew. 

My mother’s voice caled my name from 

somewhere far away. The cel phone was puled out of 
my hand and snapped shut. | turned my head to see Joe 
just inches from my face. The usual pul | felt toward 
him wasn’t there. | didn’t know if it was because | was 


in shock or if there was another reason. 


He smiled at me and ran his knuckles down my 


cheek. 
| said, “Why?” 
“Why what?” 


“Why did you kil them?” 

His smile fel, and he sighed as he leaned back on 

the bedspread and tucked his arms behind his head. 
“Are you hungry? | could go and get you something to 
eat.” 

“Tel me, Joe.” 

“I was thinking about hamburgers. You realy need 
more protein. It’s good for metaphysics, and—” 

“Joe!” A combination of anger and fear made me 
tremble. Joe had kiled at least three people, maybe 
more; if Gabriel was right, maybe a lot more. | thought 
about his note and wondered what he was hunting—or 
who. 

He sat back up and tossed me a tired look. “l 

kiled them because | wanted to.” 


| was not hearing this. It had to be some sort of 


fever-induced halucination. | picked up my phone from 
the side of the bed and puled up a search engine. 

Joe said, “What are you doing?” 

“I’m going to get you some help. There have to be 
doctors, people who can help you, Joe, people who 

can fix whatever’s mixed up.... This isn’t your fault, it’s 
the dragon, it’s....” 

Joe plucked the cel phone out of my hand and 

tossed it off to the side. | watched it cartwheel and land 
under the chair next to the dresser. 

Joe said my name, and my gaze snapped back up. 

His touch danced up my arm to my shoulder, then he 
wound his fingers into my hair. He tugged me down and 
under him, pinning me. 

“Joe... please... | want to help you....” 

He pressed his finger against my lips. “You realy 

don’t get it, do you?” 

No, | didn’t. | shook my head. 

“I kiled those people because they deserved it. 


Paul because he was an asshole and Dave because he 


upset you.” He shrugged. “I kiled them because | 
could, Tay.” Joe sat up, straddling my hips, and ran his 
hands down his chest, over his groin. “Because I’m 
stronger, faster, better.” 

“You're sick, Joe....” 

It was the wrong thing to say. His face hardened 

and his teeth shot down. Joe moved so fast he blurred. 
Before | knew it, he had pinned my wrists over my 
head with one hand and wrapped his other around my 
throat. | wheezed out a breath. 

“There is nothing wrong with me, Tay. | just don’t 

have to be the weakling anymore. | don’t have to smile 
and take it. | don’t have to hide. Al those people who 
hurt me, made me miserable, | can kil them now, I can 
tear them limb from limb. Becoming didn’t change me, 
it simply gave me the power to punish them!” Joe’s grip 
loosened, and air rushed into my lungs on a strangled 
gasp, making me cough. He watched me with a coy 
smile as | struggled to catch my breath. 


“They say they have my blood and hair. How 


would they have that?” 

“You're not stupid. Figure it out.” 

“You put it there.” 

“Yeah, | did. | had to make sure you wouldn’t try 

to run. Now you can never go back outside.” 

“But | didn’t do it.” 

“No, but it won’t stop people from hating you. It 

won't stop it from ruining your life. | need you, and now 
you need me.” 

| stared at the man I thought | knew, afraid of him, 

and said the only thing I could. “I love you, Joe.” 

“I know you do. That’s why I’m going to make it 

SO we can Stay together.” Joe traced my bottom lip with 
his thumb, and | could feel his cock harden against my 
leg. He brushed his lips against mine. “You smel good.” 
He flicked his tongue between my lips. “You taste 
wonderful.” 

Broken. Joe was broken, and | didn’t know how 

to fix him. If | could even live long enough to try. 


| said, “I’m hungry, Joe.” 


His golden eyes crinkled up. “Hungry for food or 

sex?” 

| reminded myself | couldn’t lie. “I need to eat. 

I’m tired. | hurt. I’d like something to eat; then | want to 
rest.” 

Joe petted me down my ribs and stopped at my 

hip. He dug his grip into my muscle. “Maybe I'd rather 
fuck you again.” 

If he wanted to, | wouldn’t be able to stop him. 

“You can do whatever you want. I’m yours, Joe. Like 
you Said, you’re stronger, faster... but I’m hungry, and 
weak, and tired. Please, Joe.” 

His nostrils flared, and | waited for him to find 

some scent of a lie. If it was there, it was by accident, 
because | meant everything | said. 

Joe roled off me and flopped over onto his back. 

He laughed. “I like it when you beg.” He patted me on 
the leg and stood up. “So, what do you want?” 

| tried to think of something that would be hard to 


get or at least require a cab ride far enough away that | 


would have time to run. Joe narrowed his gaze, and | 
wondered if he could somehow smel my thoughts. 

| asked, “How about Chinese?” 

“We'l compromise. l'I get you pizza.” 

| didn’t bother to point out compromising required 
there to be negotiations. | nodded. “Okay, anything you 
want.” 

He went to the door and stopped to look at me 

one last time. Somehow | managed to hold his gaze. | 
thought for sure he was going to be able to read my 
thoughts through my scent. 

When Joe walked out, | spent at least five minutes 
staring at the door, convinced he was going to come 
back in at any minute. He didn’t, and | stumbled over to 
the window and glanced out. It was afternoon, and the 
sunlit walkway was empty. 

| ran into to the bathroom to find my clothes. 

There were the towels, the washcloths. | looked under 
the bed, even the TV. First my money and my credit 


cards, now my clothes. It was obvious Joe was trying 


to make it impossible for me to get away. 

Remember that old saying “necessity is the mother 
of invention?” | yanked the sheet off the bed and 
wrapped it around my waist. Hel, when in Rome or 
trying to run for your life, fashion is on the bottom of the 
list. 

My phone was stil under the chair. | grabbed it 

and went to the window again and did another check 
outside. Except for a few old cars that looked like they 
hadn’t been started in the last decade, the parking lot 
was empty. 

| opened the door and headed down the 

walkway. The air felt cold, or maybe it was just my 
fear. As | hurried across the parking lot, | scroled 

down on my cal list until | found Gabriel’s phone 
number. 

| staled out as | stepped into the aleyway. What 

the fuck was wrong with me? | needed to get out of 
here, but | loved Joe. | loved him, and he was sick, and 


he needed me.... And what would happen when | said 


the wrong thing and he decided to kil me like he had 
Paul and Dave? | told myself he’d never do that. Then 
my gaze hit the bruises darkening on my skin. | had 
more al over my body, where Joe had held me too 
tight, held me down. 

Hurt me. 

| fought back tears when | pressed Send. It rang 
forever before Gabriel’s voice came over the line. 
“Taylor?” 

My teeth chattered, butchering my words. “J-Joe, 
he kiled Paul Norse and Dave.” 

“Where are you?” 

“I don’t know, some motel, he brought me here.” 
“Can you get away?” 

“Yeah, yeah, I’m trying.” | walked down the aley 

and cut across the street. “But | don’t know where I’m 
at.” 

“Tel me what you see.” 

“A motel.” 


“What color?” 


Color? | glanced back. “Maroon and green. No 

wait, teal, it has teal trim.” 

“Do you see a doughnut shop to the east?” 

It took me a minute to figure out which way east 

was. | guessed that the O-shaped sign and the smiling 
face of a cartoon man was the doughnut shop. “Yeah, 
it’s just down the road.” 

“I want you to cross the street and go toward that 
shop.” 

| did as Gabriel instructed. Through the narrow 

gap between the buildings, | could see people and cars 
on the street. The Fringe. | was almost to civilization. “| 
see people.” 

“You're almost on the outside. | think you’l be 

safer if you can get around people. The first chance you 
get, cut between the buildings and get to a public place. 
l'm on my way. l'I cal you back in a few minutes and 
you can tel me where you’re at.” 

| hung up and quickened my pace. | was almost to 


the doughnut shop when a siren blared and an 


unmarked patrol car appeared out of nowhere and cut 
me off. Like a deer in headlights, | froze, caught in the 
on-and-off dance of its blue and white flashers. 

The door opened, and Blane pointed a gun at me. 
“We've been looking for you, Mr. Simmons.” 

A second guy got out on the passenger side. He 

was dressed like Blane in a dark-gray suit and starched 
white shirt. He had his gun out too, but he wasn’t aiming 
it at my head. 

| said, “Please, | have to get out of here.” 

“Then by al means let Detective White and | give 

you an escort. We have a first-class seat waiting for you 
right here in the cruiser and a suite in our luxury holding 
cel at the station.” Blane kept his gun raised while his 
partner shoved me over to the car. 

Detective White plucked out of my grip and then 

forced my hands to the hood of the car. The sheet I'd 
been hanging on to fluttered to the ground. When | 
glanced up at Blane, there was a serious look on his 


face as his eyes scanned me up and down. 


He said, “How’d you get the bruises, Simmons?” 

| started to reach for my throat, | guess because 
those hurt the worst; then | thought better of it. Bruises 
couldn’t be nearly as painful as getting shot. “If | tel 
you, wil you let me go?” 

Detective White answered me by shoving my 

sheet back into my arms. “Cover yourself back up. l'I 
cuff you in the front.” 

| did as he instructed. The metal was cold against 
my wrists, and it made them ache. 

Detective White puled out his cel. Blane shook 

his head. “We’l take him.” 

“You sure you don’t want me to cal a car with a 
cage?” 

Blane gave me another once-over. “I don’t think 

Mr. Simmons here is in any condition to do anything 
stupid. Are you, Mr. Simmons?” 

My hands tightened in the sheet. “No, no, | 

won't.” 


Blane put his gun away and led me around to the 


backseat. | paused at the door. 

“I didn’t kil anyone.” He didn’t reply. “Please, 

you have to believe me. | didn’t hurt anyone.” 

At least Blane didn’t whack my head into the side 

of the car. Detective White joined Blane in the front. He 
said, “What do you think he’s on?” 

Blane’s hard gaze was reflected back at me 

through the rearview. “Dunno.” 

| said, “I’m not on drugs.” They ignored me, and 

after a while, | sat back and huddled in my sheet. The 
cruiser puled out and took a right, taking the long way 
out of the Zone. 

Busted-up bits of street popped and crunched 

under the slow-moving tires. We had just passed 
through a large puddle in front of a leaking fire hydrant 
when the hairs on my neck stood up and my skin puled 
tight. | turned to look out the back window, and the 
windshield shattered. Flying glass left nicks and cuts 
down my arms across my side. White squeezed off a 


curse. The cruiser veered to the right, where it hopped 


the curb. 

The deafening roar from outside the car was 

drowned out by a bloodcurdling scream. | turned my 
head just in time to see Detective White disappear out a 
hole in the windshield as a wash of red made it 
impossible to see. 

“Jesus fucking Christ!” Blane threw open the 

door. 

“No, no, don’t!” He was gone, and the backseat 

had no door releases. The sound of gunfire sent me 
scrambling over the front seat and out the passenger 
door. Blane was on the ground near the rear tire wel, 
gun clutched between his hands. There was a smear of 
blood on his cheek. It didn’t take long to figure out 

why. His partner was flopped over near the bumper, 
hand on his throat, crimson weling up between his 
fingers and a look of panic in his eyes. 

Joey made a slow circle around the car. His 

beautiful face was contorted with rage, sharp teeth, and 


draconian eyes. The scales on his body vibrated, 


making me think of rattlesnakes hiding in high grass. 

| moved between Joe and the two cops. “C’mon, 

Joe, let’s just leave.” 

His golden gaze flicked to me. “Why? So you can 

run away again?” 

| scrubbed my face, and a cut on my cheek stung. 
“I’m sorry. I’m got scared. Please, Joe.” 

“Scared of me?” 

And lying wasn’t an option. “Yes, yes, I’m scared 

of you.” | expected him to be hurt or maybe even 
angry. The grin shocked me. 

Joe growled. “You know, | should rol you for 

your disobedience, but | don’t think you would survive 
being punished like that.” No, no, | probably wouldn't. 
Joe jerked his chin. “So l'I punish them instead. You 
can watch, learn, and then you won’t ever disobey me 
again.” 

He took a step closer, and | held up my hands. 

“No, no, please Joe. No more kiling....” 


Joe stopped, and some of the hardness 


disappeared from his expression. 

“But they were going to hurt you, Tay. They were 
going to take you away from me.” 

| nodded. “But they can’t now. Let’s just go. You 

and me. We’l go into the Zone, way in. No one wil 
bother us, no one wil find us. We’! just go away, and 
l'Il belong to whoever you want, and you can feed 
from me.” 

His nostrils flared and his eyes darkened, making 
him look like the old Joe. The man I'd loved and who 
had loved me. “I'd like that.” Joe rubbed his stomach, 
smearing blood across his abs. “I’d realy like that, 
Tay.” He flicked his tongue out over his lips, leaving 
them wet. “I could even feed from you now. l'I bite 
you on your scar so | won’t make a new one. l'I go 
Slow. | promise | won’t tear your flesh, just a little bite, 
enough to take some blood.” 

And he wouldn’t be able to stop himself once he 

got started. | would die. As sure as the sun would set 


and rise, Joe would kil me, and yet | felt no fear when | 


nodded and said, “Okay, Joe, anything you want. 
Anything at al, but we need to go. Someplace safe, 
private.” 

Joe held his hand out to me, and | stepped 

forward to take it. 

The gunshot was loud, but | was too surprised to 

even react. Joe flew to the side. Blane went forward, 
puling the trigger. Chunks of asphalt flew up from the 
ground when his first two shots missed. Joe screamed 
when a third struck him in the ribs. 

“Stop! No! No!” | grabbed Blane’s gun, and he 
squeezed off another shot. We slammed into the rear of 
the cruiser. | was no match for Blane, especialy in my 
condition, weak, tired, and, | think, ready to die, but 
somehow | managed one good swing with my cuffed 
hands. The blow wasn’t enough to take him down, but 
it was enough to make him let go of his gun. 

| stumbled back and held the gun up at Blane. It 

had been a long time since | fired a gun, and that had 


only been at a practice range. None of those had been 


as heavy as this one. My hands trembled and my 
muscles ached in protest. Even with my arms shaking, 
Blane apparently wasn’t going to take any chances. He 
froze, his dark eyes going wide, flicking between Joe 
and me. | didn’t dare take my eyes off the man as | 
backed up. “Joe? Joe, are you okay?” 

“Tay...” 

When I was far enough away, | lowered the gun 

and risked a look at Joe. He puled himself up off the 
ground. The bulet holes in his shoulder and side were 
slow to heal, but they were closing. 

| said, “C’mon, Joe, let’s get out of here.” 

Joe took a wobbly step in my direction, then 

stopped. | said his name again, and his gaze came up. 
His eyes weren’t gold but dark brown, normal human 
brown. The Joe | knew and loved was stil in there. He 
hadn’t changed. He hadn’t turned into something he 
never was. 

Any relief I’d felt disappeared when Joe’s entire 


body rippled on a wave of metaphysical power as he 


turned toward Blane. He took a step. 

“Joe, stop.” 

He didn’t. One foot in front of the other, he 

moved toward the detective. 

Al the color drained out of Blane’s face. His gun 
hand flexed. He was helpless and he knew it. | guess 
even a seasoned cop like Blane was afraid to die, 
because he closed his eyes. 

“Joe, stop, he’s not going to hurt us anymore!” 

Joe quit moving, but he didn’t look at me when he 
spoke. “But | want to kil him, Tay.” 

“No, Joe. You have to stop this.” | didn’t even 

realize I’d raised the gun until he looked at me and 
laughed. “Please, Joe. Please. No more....” Tears 
burned paths down my cheeks. 

“The others begged. That man in the aley, Paul, 
Dave, those tourists, the drug dealer last night. Do you 
think Detective Blane wil beg?” 

“Joe—” 


“I’m wiling to bet he wil. I’m wiling to bet he'’l 


beg, plead, and cry. But | don’t mind. Do you know 
why?” 

| shook my head. 

“It makes the meat al the more sweeter and the 
blood richer.” 

“No, Joe, please....” 

Joe sounded almost sad when he said, “I’m sorry, 

Tay. You’re just going to have to get used to this, 
because I’m never going to stop.” 

For whatever reason, | thought about the first day 

| met Joe. He had been sitting on a concrete wal 
dividing the walkway to the science building and a smal 
green space complete with park benches and cherry 
trees. It was spring, and the air had stil been cool 
enough for a jacket. Joe wore a sweater, light tan, and 
it made his skin look golden. 

| won’t say it was love at first sight, but it was 
something. My skin prickled, my heart sped up, my 
body practicaly hummed at the sight of him. Looking 


back, | saw my reaction to Joe was eerily similar to my 


reaction to metaphysics. Was Gabriel right? Had | 
known? On some deep level, had | felt what he would 
one day become? 

It didn’t matter, not then, not now, not later. | fel 

in love with him, and | did it with al my heart, down to 
my core, and | had been wiling to do whatever it took 
to keep him fed, keep him safe. Surrender myself to 
become a thing, a possession. 

And maybe | could even have lived with that, 
reasoned it away, because it was my choice, a choice 
that the rest of the people who died had not been given. 
The kickback on the gun threw my arms up, and | 

lost my balance. | managed not to fal on my ass, but | 
stil wound up going down. The asphalt shredded my 
knees on impact, and the concussion shorted out 
everything else, leaving me numb. If Joe wanted to kil 
me, | wouldn’t even be able to beg him not to. 

It was a one ina milion shot. A bit of chance. 

Luck—if you could cal it luck. The bulet struck Joe in 


the side if the head. A spray of bone, blood, and hair 


splattered the rear of the destroyed sedan. Joe went 
down face-first into the concrete. His legs kicked once, 
his hands opened and closed, and then he didn’t move 


anymore. 





@C HAPTER 29 


Chapter 29 


IT WAS dark by the time the ambulance puled away. 
Someone had replaced my sheet with a heavier blanket 
and given me a pair of scrubs to wear. They were puke 
green but very soft. 

| sat in the back of a different patrol car, this one 

with a metal barrier between the front and back seat. | 
guess that was what Detective White had meant by a 
cage. Exhaustion begged me to close my eyes and 
made promises of a dreamless sleep, but | couldn't. | 
couldn’t quit staring out the window at the two body 
bags. One Joe, and the other an innocent victim. 

| wondered if White had a family, a wife, kids. 

A uniformed officer walked up to the patrol car 

and got behind the wheel. | could feel his anger, his 
hate, his rage. One of the monsters had kiled a friend, 
and | was one of the monsters. 


| swalowed against the tightness in my throat, but 


there were no more tears. They had dried into a salty 
layer that made the cuts on my face and chest burn. 
The cop cleared his throat in a way that meant he 
wanted my attention. | waited until they finished loading 
up the body bags. They carried Detective White away 
in the back of a coroner’s car, and Joe... they hauled 
Joe off with the rest of the debris colected from the 
scene. Colected like evidence, and more than likely 
destined to be thrown away like trash. 

| turned my head, and the cop watched me from 

the rearview. He said, “You know, I’m feeling the need 
for a trip down a dark aley. You think anyone would 
notice if | didn’t show up at the station with your sorry- 
ass self in the back of my car?” 

Probably, but the real question was, would they 

care? 

| think he was about to say something else when 

Blane limped up. The uniformed cop got back out, and 
the two men met at the rear of the cop car, where they 


exchanged a few words. Every so often their gazes 


flicked to me, their faces made sharp and haunting by 
the cruiser’s flashers and headlights from other cars. 
A tow truck puled up, and the driver got out and 

began puling out chains and hooking them up to the 
destroyed sedan. | wondered if | should have done 
something different. Maybe if | had never run, Blane 
would never have found me. Maybe when Joe had 
come back, he would have just kiled me instead of 
more innocent people. 

The driver’s side door opened again, only this time 

it wasn’t the uniformed cop, it was Blane. He cranked 
up the car and puled out into the street. When | looked 
back, the uniform was watching me with a tight smile on 
his face. 

Darkness replaced the flashers, and pretty soon 

the night of the Zone was thick. | waited for Blane to 
say something, make a threat or maybe a promise, but 
he was silent. 

| said, “Are you going to kil me?” 


It was too dark for me to see his eyes in the 


rearview. But instead of answering my question, he 
said, “Did that Lesser-Bred kil Paul Norse and Dave 
Harmon?” 

“Joe.” 
“Excuse me?” 

“His name is—was—Joey Martin.” 

Silence. It stretched on forever. The car bounced 

as it hit a few potholes. On the horizon, | could see the 
faint glow of the city. We weren’t moving closer or 
farther away. Eventualy Blane said, “Did Joey Martin 
kil those people?” 

| looked down at my hands, but it was too dark to 

see them. When I pressed my fingers together, they 
hurt. 

“Mr. Simmons?” 

“Just Taylor. Yeah, yeah, he kiled them. | think he 
might have kiled other people too. | know he kiled at 
least one other.” 

Blane took a right, and the road widened. There 


were stil no streetlamps, no lights from shop windows. 


Just perpetual night, broken only by the high beams and 
the pale glow from the dash lights. 

“He would have kiled you too. You know that, 

don’t you?” 

| nodded. “Yeah.” 

“You're lucky he used your credit card to pay for 

the room. Otherwise we would have never found you in 
the Zone.” 

| said, “Maybe | deserved to die.” 

“What?” 

“This is my fault, al of it. People died because of 

me. Pavel wanted to kil Joe. He said he was defective, 
too Human.” My knuckles popped when I clenched my 
fists. 

The cruiser slowed to a stop as it passed under a 
flickering streetlamp. Blane put the car in park, and he 
felt around on the inside of his jacket and came up with 
a stick of gum. He talked while he unwrapped it. 

“When | was a rookie, | had a partner named Kevin 


Micks who shot and kiled his wife.” He shook his 


head. “You never would have imagined someone like 
him would do something so terrible. He was a good 
man, kind, generous. The first year | was partnered with 
him, | watched him intimidate suspects, steal from the 
drug dealers. | thought to myself, they were the bad 
guys. What did it hurt? Some of their money, some of 
their drugs. Then one day he got some info that a guy 
we were looking for was holed up in this shithole 
apartment on the Fringe. The info was bad, and he shot 
a sixteen-year-old kid.” 

Silence. Blane stared into the darkness out in front 

of us. He looked pale in the reflection of the rearview, 
eyes dark, holow, face devoid of emotion. When he 
spoke again, his voice revealed the pain he was hiding. 
“Micks kept a backup piece in an ankle holster. No 
serial number. Yeah, so there was no way to trace it. 

He dropped it next to the body, and because of where 
we were, it didn’t take a lot to cover it up.” He cleared 
his throat. “Micks asked me to back him up on his 


story. | wish | could say | struggled with the choice. | 


wish it had even kept me up at night. My chance to stop 
him, to make sure he didn’t hurt anyone else, hurt what 
the badge stands for, disappeared the moment | signed 
my name to the report. | didn’t know it at the time, but 
it wasn’t the first time he’d done that. And I’m not sure, 
if | had known, if it would have made a difference. 

Micks was my friend, my mentor, my partner. He got a 
promotion two years later. A few weeks after that, he 
shot and kiled his wife. He got away with it too, but not 
because he was smart about crime scenes, but because 
no one wanted to admit what he did. No one wanted to 
be the one to take responsibility. The higher-ups swept 
it under the rug, and he retired to go live out his life ata 
cushy hospital where he was treated for post-traumatic 
stress due to the job.” 

While | am sure some of the fatigue in Blane’s 
expression was because of what had happened today, | 
knew the majority of it was the weight of the guilt he’d 
Carried around. 


He said, “You wouldn’t think putting a gun on 


your hip or a badge on your chest would change a 
person. It’s just a few pieces of metal, nothing special.” 
He sighed, and it sounded sad. “But it does change 
some folks. Power does funny things to the mind of a 
human being. | could only imagine the monster he would 
have been if he’d had the metaphysical strength of a 
dragon. And here Micks was just a man, and yet none 
of us were brave enough to stop him.” He laughed a 
little. 

Up the street, another set of headlights cut a swath 
out of the darkness. Blane got out and came around to 
the back. He opened the back door and said, “That wil 
be your ride.” | hesitated and Blane said, “C’mon, 
Taylor, get out.” 

| did, and he shut the door behind me. Blane took 

off the cuffs, then fumbled around in his pocket and 
puled out my cel phone. He held it out to me, and | 
hesitated again. 

“Go ahead, take it.” 


“I thought you were going to arrest me.” Actualy | 


thought he was going to kil me. 

The curve puling at his lips wasn’t realy a smile. 

Blane nodded toward the cab as it stopped a few yards 
away. The back door opened and Gabriel got out. 
Shadows played over his shoulders, and the halogen 
light made his stain glitter. 

Beside me, Blane said, “Your cel rang after... 

you know. | took it out of White’s pocket and 

answered it. This guy says he knows you, that he’! take 
you someplace safe. If you’d rather me drop you off 
somewhere else, | wil.” 

| walked over to Gabriel. Even under the crappy 

light, | could tel he’d been crying. 

“We thought we’d lost you.” He touched my 

hand, moved his thumb over my pulse. | threw my arms 
around his shoulders and buried a sob in his neck. 

| don’t remember the cab ride home, only the 


sense of being utterly safe. 


—@C HAPTER 30 


Chapter 30 


OUTSIDE, it was dark except for a few lights 
iluminating random windows along the narrow strip of 
broken-up street. Just beyond the row of brick 
buildings, | could see the Wal, a black line cutting a 
blank spot across a Starlit sky. 

It was hard for me to believe tomorrow was 

Christmas. Here in the Gray Zone, there were no lights, 
no Christmas trees, no decorations or carolers. It was 
quiet, and it was desolate. This far inside the Zone, 
there weren’t even Lesser-Bred prostitutes on the street 
corners. 

It seemed like another ordinary night except for 

the cold, which was bitter and harsh, carried on an 
erratic wind that bit through my jacket with every gust. 
| was kind of glad for the lack of holiday spirit, 

because this was my first Christmas without Joe. The 


darkness, the solitude, made me feel like everyone was 


grieving along with me. Maybe in a way they were, 
because so many of the people who lived here had lost 
someone, someone close to them, someone they loved. 
Most of the time they had been the ones responsible for 
the death. 

“You should come inside. It’s too cold out here 

for you.” Gabriel sat down on the step beside me. The 
wide stretch of cobblestone walk and steps was my 
favorite feature of the new building we lived in. | hadn’t 
been able to go back to the apartment where Joe had 
lived and where he’d almost kiled me. | just couldn’t. 
My mind, my heart, was too broken. 

The heat from Gabriel’s body warmed me. | 

moved closer and he put an arm around me. He 
touched the scar on my shoulder—not the one Joe had 
given me but the one left by Pavel. The place | carried 
his scent, the point at which his metaphysical self was 
tied to me. 

| belonged and | stil didn’t quite understand what 


it meant. | knew | would live longer now and | felt 


stronger. Through the strange ties | had with the Male, | 
could feel his metaphysical strength flowing into me. 

| leaned my head against Gabriel’s shoulder, and 

that was when I noticed the smal package in his hand. 
The only reason | saw it was because of the light 
leaking out of the window behind me. 

Belonging did not change the fact | was Human 

and | could not see in the dark. 

The bond wasn’t finished yet. | wasn’t sure how 

long it would take. It was months for some, days for 
others. Like with becoming, it was different for 
everyone. 

Gabriel’s cheek rubbed against the top of my 

head. “You okay?” 

No. I’d never realy be okay. I’d live, but | would 

never be the same. “Sure.” 

He gave a snort. “You know | hate the smel of 

dirty socks.” 

In spite of myself, | smiled. “Old habits die hard.” 


“Yeah, yeah.” 


My gaze fel to the package in his hand. There was 
even a bow. “Is that for me?” 

His laugh was soft. “Yeah.” 

He held it out, and | took it. “I didn’t get you 
anything.” 

“It’s okay. Kin don’t normaly celebrate 

Christmas, so I’m used to it.” 

They didn’t celebrate any holiday just like they 

didn’t have funerals for the dead. | wish | could say that 
not having a funeral for Joey had hurt me, but it didn’t. 
With no casket, no grave, no remains to oversee, part 
of me could stil believe he was alive. 

Maybe not here, but some faraway place where 

he was happy, fed, and safe. 

| ran my fingers over the thin package, which was 

a little larger than my hand. The paper was red with 
printed.... “Are those baloons?” | held it up in the 
sickly light so | could see it better. 

“Yeah, | couldn’t find any Christmas paper at the 


street market. | hope you don’t mind.” 


“Of course not.” | cradled it in my lap. 

“Aren't you going to open it?” 

“It’s not Christmas yet.” 

“It’s almost midnight. Close enough.” 

The sound of paper tearing and crinkling echoed 

off the wal behind me. | stared at the silver frame in my 
hand and Joey’s smiling face next to mine. It was one of 
our photos from our trip to England, from our life 
before. I’d left them al behind in the apartment, thinking 
| would never need them or want them. How wrong | 
was. Since Blane staged my great escape, | could never 
go back to get any of them. That had been months ago. 
Surely to God nothing had been left in the apartment 
that long. 

| ran a finger down the glass, tracing Joe’s smal 

smile. “How did you get it?” 

“Do you realy want to know?” 

The way Gabriel said it made me wonder if | did. 

“Yeah, please.” 


“I dug it out of the garbage after they cleaned out 


your apartment. | knew they’d throw everything away. | 
wasn’t quick enough to save the rest, but this one | was 
able to get.” 

“Thanks.” Only thank you wasn’t nearly enough. 
Gabriel had risked his life to bring this to me. A sily 
picture. A useless memory. A tear slipped down my 
face. 

“Don’t cry.” He thumbed my cheek, and the wet 

froze in the next gust of wind. “I didn’t bring it to you to 
make you cry.” 

| nodded and hugged the picture to my chest. “Do 

you think Pavel wil let me put it on the mantel?” The 
new place was laid out like a townhome and had a 
fireplace. The chimney was colapsed, so we never lit it, 
but the mantle was massive and made from some sort 
of deep golden wood. 

“I’m sure he wil.” 

A thought occurred to me. “Do you have any 

photos of Anthony?” Al the years he’d been Pavel’s 


Link, al the years he’d been Gabriel’s lover, surely he 


did. 

But Gabriel shook his head. “He and Pavel had 

been together so long, long before cameras. | just don’t 
think he realy cared about something to remember 
Anthony by. He wouldn’t survive if Pavel died, and 
being Kin—” He shrugged. “As you know, they don’t 
dwel.” 

No, they didn’t, and yet | knew he missed 

Anthony. Through the bond forming between us, | felt 
his loss, his anger, his deep desires. Most of al | felt his 
need for me. It wasn’t love, not yet, anyhow. And | 
don’t think it would ever be anything like I’d felt for 
Joe. | stil didn’t understand it al, but it was getting 
easier to accept. To admit to myself that I’d been 
looking for this al my life. No, it wasn’t love, but it was 
something, different and yet equaly as rare. 

Like an enemy who winds up being the person 

who understands you the most. Your wishes, your 
wants, and the things you had to sacrifice. 


This time Gabriel brushed his lips against my 


temple. And like he’d read my mind, he said, “I miss 
him too.” 

He did. There wasn’t a night that went by he 

didn’t cry out in his sleep. | don’t know if Gabriel 
remembered the nightmares in the morning or me 
holding him until he calmed. He never spoke of it, so | 
never brought it up. 

We found each other’s hand. Our fingers 

intertwined, and | was reminded once again that no 
matter how much | missed Joe, | was not alone. | was 
not hurting alone. That even though I’d lost everything, 
everyone | ever cared about, like becoming did with a 
Lesser-Bred, belonging had turned me into something 
else, connected me to the living world like I’d never felt 
before. A strange kind of gift bestowed on me by 
whatever power oversees the metaphysical. 

No matter how dark things felt, there was always 

a light, always warmth, always someone wiling to touch 
me, hold me, and share the part of themselves that | 


needed to survive. 
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